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ROME WITH DAD’S BEST FRIEND 


Marco 


It’s a beautiful day in Rome and I’ve just come from another 
successful meeting when I spot her. 


A real woman. A gorgeous woman, with childbearing hips, 
long blonde hair, and wide blue eyes. 


All curves in all the right places. Like a real woman who 
grew up on her mamma’s lasagna, not one of those stick- 
thin insects that are always trying to get my attention. 


But something about her seems familiar. 
She IS someone I know. 


The last time I saw her, she was a girl and now she’s a 
woman. My old best friend’s daughter. 


She may be my old friend’s daughter but she’s the only 
woman I want. And I’m a man who gets what he wants and 
the I want to make her mine. Forever... 


Hannah 


I thought it would be fun to travel to Rome before starting 
college, but now I’m lost. Hopelessly lost. 


When I look up and catch the handsome older man 
watching me. I can’t help my eyes from roaming over his 
rich black suit, tailored to him to perfection. 


When he calls my name my heart leaps. I know this man. 
I’ve seen photos of him in my home...with my dad. But his 
pictures don’t do him justice. 


I may be a virgin but I know what I want, and I want him. 
But could this handsome older man see me as more than his 
old best friend’s daughter? 


And what happens when my time here in Rome comes to an 
end. 


*Rome with Dad’s Best Friend is an insta-everything, OTT 
standalone instalove romance with a HEA, no cheating, 
and no cliffhanger. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


I make my way down a cobbled street in Rome, nodding as I 
pass by local merchants, lifting a hand in silent refusal as a 
couple of them attempt to sell me their wares. This area is 
at least a little out of the way of the normal tourist haunts, 
but it’s still possible to be approached here. It’s the way of 
selling in Rome. I don’t particularly mind it, even though 
I’m not interested in anything today. 


I cut a sharp enough figure in my tailored black suit that I 
must look like a man with money. I like that. When I do 
business, I want my partners to know that I’m powerful. 
That they’re dealing with someone who knows his industry 
well. Someone who’s seen success. It puts us on the right 
footing from the beginning. 


The meeting this morning went well, and I’m in good spirits, 
even if I don’t show it on the outside. I made a lot of money 
in the deal, and with a long-term partnership on the cards, I 
stand to make a good deal more. That’s why I eventually 
stop, allowing an old woman to flag me down and gab 
rapidly about the freshness of her fruit and vegetables and 


press a Verona peach into my hand. I reach into my pocket 
and pull out a few jingling coins to pass to her, biting into 
the juicy, cool flesh of the peach as I continue to walk down 
the street. 


I’m dusting my hands against one another, dislodging the 
faint lingering stickiness of a few errant drops of juice, 
when I look up and see another beautiful peach. Juicy, 
round, and pert just the kind of peach I like. Encased in 
white jeans, that cling to her shape and also happen to 
reveal that the owner of this peach is wearing white 
underwear. It moves and jiggles delightfully as she walks, 
sandaled feet taking a few more hesitant steps before she 
pauses. 


I slow my own steps, admiring the view. After all, it’s a 
beautiful day why not? My eyes travel slowly up the rest of 
her body as she stops, her head swinging from side to side 
and taking with it a fine mane of blonde hair. She’s curvy in 
all of the right places, like a real woman who grew up on 
her mother’s lasagna, not one of those stick-thin insects 
that are always trying to get my attention. 


I saunter to a stop a short distance from her, pretending to 
check my phone as I watch her through my sunglasses. She 
sparkles in the sun, playing off her pale skin - with coloring 
like that, she must be a tourist. 


She turns then, a puzzled look on her face. She’s holding a 
phone in her hand, and even from here, I can see the map 
on the screen as she titles it down into my field of view. 
She’s lost. I let myself smirk a little, raising my eyes to her 
face. 


And I stop. A jolt runs through me. She looks like someone I 
used to know, a long while ago. Something like the wife of 
an old friend, but not quite. Different. More beautiful, if 
anything. I keep staring at her until our eyes meet, and 


even though I don’t think she can see my eyes behind the 
dark sunglasses, it’s that connection that makes me realize 
it. 


She IS someone I used to know. A long, long time ago. 
Because the last time I saw her, she was only a child - and 
now she’s a woman. A gorgeous woman, with childbearing 
hips and a wide chest, blue eyes that are the same shade as 
the surface of the lake where I grew up, blonde hair water- 
falling down her back that frames her face perfectly. 


I know her. And even though I realize that at the same 
moment I want to make her mine. 


I take a step towards her, trying to find my words. Where 
has my voice gone? I clear my throat and catch her 
attention again. 


“Hannah?” I say. “Hannah Greene?” 


She doesn’t know me. Her eyes go wide in surprise, and she 
even looks a little scared. She thinks I’m a stranger. Of 
course, it would be odd for me to know her name, to come 
across her on this little street. It must look as though I’ve 
been following her. 


I pick my jaw up off the floor for long enough to regain my 
composure and reach up to pull off my sunglasses. And at 
that moment I pray that she will know who I am. 


CHAPTER TWO 


H annah 


I’m lost - hopelessly lost. 


I don’t know how I managed to get so far out of the center 
of Rome. I read about this great restaurant that was buried 
out of the way in a side-street, which is a local’s favorite and 
still one of the best-kept secrets in the city. They have their 
own traditional recipes handed down over generations, 
unaffected by commercialism or changes happening in 
modern cuisine, and the dishes are supposed to be divine. 


I just have no idea where that restaurant is. 


I’ve been following the map on my phone, but I guess I’m 
not really that great at reading it because I’ve managed to 
get myself turned around. I’m sure I should be standing 
outside the restaurant right now, but there’s nothing here, 
and the signal isn’t great right here for some reason. The 
map hasn’t updated in at least ten minutes, no matter how 
many times I try to refresh it to see my new position. 


I turn around in despair, wondering if there is anyone I can 
ask for help. My Italian isn’t great, but I can try. I look up 


and see a handsome older man in a rich black suit, tailored 
exquisitely to his body. I can’t help my eyes from roaming 
over him, the fitted jacket around his body, the trousers that 
show off bulging muscles in his thighs - he keeps himself in 
shape. And judging from what I can see of his face behind 
the sunglasses, he’s also very good-looking. 


I try to look past him and around, for someone who might 
help, but when my eyes pass back over him in a sweep in 
the other direction, he’s looking right at me. At least, his 
sunglasses are pointed in my direction. Who can say where 
he’s actually looking? 


“Hannah?” he says, making my heart leap into my throat. 
“Hannah Greene?” 


How does he know my name? 


My heart is hammering inside my chest. I don’t know 
whether to be afraid, or surprised, or happy to see someone 
who knows me. At least if he knows me, he can help. 


Unless, he’s been following me for a while with the intent of 
kidnapping me, or something. 


Not that I know why anyone would want to kidnap me. It’s 
not like my Dad could pay any kind of significant ransom. 


Then he takes off his sunglasses, and everything clicks. 


It’s been a long while since I’ve seen him in person. I was 
only a kid then, and he was younger too, so the memories 
are hazy and don’t exactly match up. But it’s not like I 
haven’t seen him at all, because I’ve seen photos. Whenever 
my Dad comes out to Italy on business, he always takes the 
time to reconnect with his old best friend. 


“Marco?” I say, the air leaving me in a whoosh. It’s one 
surprise on top of another, and for a moment I’m simply 


blown away. I knew that Marco lived in Italy, and I guess a 
small part of me probably knew at one point that he did 
business in Rome, but I never imagined that I would be 
bumping into him on my trip. 


“It is you,” Marco laughs. His voice is deep and rich, full of 
that exotic and sexy Italian accent, though his English is 
perfect. “For a second I thought I’d got it horribly wrong.” 


I laugh. “No, it’s me,” I say. “Before I recognized you I 
thought you might be about to kidnap me, though.” 


Laugher dances in his eyes. They’re a very striking green, 
something I had always noticed in the photographs. But if 
I’m honest, the pictures never did him enough justice. If 
they did, I would have been paying more attention. 


And he’s definitely a lot hotter than I remember. Back then 
I was so young I wasn’t even thinking about boys in that 
way. And even if I was, Marco was my Dad’s best friend - 
definitely relegated to the zone of disgusting adults. But 
now... 


Now we're standing across from each other in a back street 
in Rome, and even though there must be twenty years 
between us, I can barely see it. Instead, I’m looking at a 
man who could easily be a movie star, a James Bond, or a 
leading man in some drama romance, suave and handsome 
and beautifully dressed. 


And something stirs deep inside me that I can’t ignore. 


“T would never,” he says, grinning wide, showing his mouth 
full of straight, white teeth. From what I remember of 
Marco, he isn’t the stereotypical Italian playboy with strings 
of bikini models on his arm and a hard-living lifestyle. My 
Dad always liked him because he was laid back, didn’t get 


into trouble, worked hard. I can see that it’s paid off. “What 
brings you to Rome?” 


I’m about to answer when I have to jump to the side, 
dodging a motorist on a Vespa who rams his horn 
repeatedly as he zooms past me. I catch my breath, 
realizing I was almost smashed into tomato sauce on the 
floor. If there’s one thing about Rome I’m struggling to get 
used to, it’s the roads - I can’t tell if there are any laws at 
all, or if Italians just take their lives into their hands every 
time they try to get to the other side of one. 


“We should get out of the way,” Marco says. He steps closer, 
putting out his arm as if to shield me from any further 
altercations, his hand hovering just an inch from my elbow. 
“What were you looking for?” 


I show him my cellphone screen. “This little restaurant. Do 
you know where it is?” 


“Ah, Luccio’s. Yes, I know it. I go there often. It’s just a 
couple of streets away.” 


I drop my hand down to my side, sighing as my shoulders 
slump. “I knew it. I got totally lost.” 


Marco laughs lightly. “Don’t worry,” he says. “Ill take you 
there. Then you can’t possibly get lost again. Deal?” 


I’m not sure what he’s getting out of his side of the bargain, 
but I nod and smile. “Deal,” I tell him, letting him turn to 
lead the way. 


As we face towards the entrance to the street, where I just 
came from, I notice a couple of girls at nearby storefronts 
turning quickly back to the wares in front of them. One 
doesn’t even bother to pretend, continuing to stare at 
Marco openly. He gets a lot of attention - I can see that. 


But as we continue down the street, it’s me his eyes turn to 
seek out, checking if I’m still with him - and he doesn’t 
spare a glance for any of them. 


Which is just great... but he probably still sees me as his 
friend’s child, a young girl, and not a woman. And if he’s not 
interested in these beautiful, leggy Italian girls with their 
bronzed skin and their short shorts, then why would he 
ever be interested in me? 


CHAPTER THREE 


I lead Hannah through the short journey to Luccio’s, 
wishing that she’d managed to get herself even more lost. If 
it had been a twenty-minute walk even ten! But it’s only five 
minutes before I find myself standing outside the familiar 
vermillion awning that hangs over the front window, the 
name of the restaurant picked out in badly-faded letters 
after years of wear. 


I hesitate outside. “Well, here it is,” I tell her. “You must try 
the Bolognese. The best in Italy, I swear to you. Like 
nothing, you’ve eaten in the States. It will ruin you forever.” 


Hannah laughs, but there is something hesitant about her 
as well. “Thank you,” she says. She keeps looking between 
the door and me, back and forth. “For guiding me here, I 
mean. Um. You said you eat here a lot, right?” 


“Absolutely.” I nod in confirmation. “The best alternative to 
traveling back home and eating my Mamma’s food. Though, 
I still do that a couple of times a year as well.” 


“Have you eaten lunch yet?” Hannah asks. Then her cheeks 
color, and she begins to talk fast, waving her hands in the 
air. “Oh, I suppose you probably have. And if you haven’t, 
then you must have plans. I mean, you’re dressed in a suit, 
so I guess you’re probably working. And why wouldn’t you 
be? It’s a Tuesday, after all, and you’re not on vacation, only 
Tam...” 


“Hannah,” I say, cutting off her rambling with a slow smile. 
“Are you asking me if I would like to eat lunch with you?” 


Hannah’s rosy cheeks darken even further. “Yes,” she says, 
mercifully falling silent. 


“Then I accept,” I say, gesturing towards the door. “After 


n 


you. 


“Oh!” she says, then turns after another flustered gesture, 
finally making her way towards the door. Her surprise at my 
acceptance is as adorable as her shyness. I would expect a 
girl with her looks to have become unbearably vain and 
over-confident, expecting any man to follow her around like 
a broken puppy. Hannah is nothing at all like that. I’m sure 
her father had something to do with keeping her feet on the 
ground. 


I follow her into the dim interior of the restaurant, where 
small chairs and tables are clustered close together to fit in 
as many people as possible. Our waiter shows us to a place 
next to the window, where we can see outside as well as 
watch the activity inside. A table for two, me opposite 
Hannah. Something flares in the pit of my stomach. This 
feels almost like a date. 


Of course, I shouldn’t be thinking about her this way. She’s 
my friend’s daughter. If he knew I had designs on her, he 
would be furious. 


But that doesn’t stop the way my body reacts to her. I want 
to grab her and spin her to sit down on my lap so that I can 
fill my hands with that juicy peach. Of course, I don’t. We’re 
in a public place, after all, and she might not like it. 


“So, returning to my earlier question,” I say, ignoring the 
menu that I know by heart and admiring Hannah instead. 
“What brings you to Rome?” 


“Just a vacation,” she says, smiling. “I wanted to do 
something independently before I start college, and 
traveling alone sounded fun. Plus, I’ve always wanted to see 
Rome.” 


“Your father should have called me,” I say in reproach. “I 
would have made sure that you had everything you need.” 


“T didn’t even remember you still lived here,” Hannah 
laughs. I can’t say it doesn’t sting just a little, but why 
should she? To her, I’m just her father’s old friend. “Anyway, 
it’s fine. It wouldn’t be much of an independent journey if I 
relied on someone else to organize everything.” 


The corners of my lips twitch into an amused smile. “I 
suppose that’s true.” 


“Its kind of wild that we just met on the street, isn’t it?” 
Hannah asks. Her eyes are wide, earnest, and innocent. Full 
of the spark of life. I think I dimly remember that feeling. 


“The world is a smaller place than we like to think,” I smile. 
“But you're right. It’s often bigger, too. We might have 
crossed paths a hundred times and not even realized it if 
we hadn’t both turned at that moment.” 


“Tt must have been fate,” Hannah grins. 


The waiter returns to us, and I listen with half an ear as 
Hannah orders the Bolognese as I recommended. I put in 


my own order for a glass of sparkling water and a slice of 
Luccio’s hearty lasagna, remembering the way her curves 
had put me in mind of it. I can work it off in my personal 
gym later. Why not? 


I run my eyes over her again as Hannah studies the menu, a 
flustered spot of pink appearing on her cheeks as she 
hurriedly decides what she wants to drink. Over her full, 
pink lips, her chest straining inside her blouse, the pale, 
soft skin swelling above the neckline. For a moment a 
fantasy comes over me, of my hands sinking beneath that 
fabric, pulling her milk-white breasts free to the surface. 


I shake my head to clear it as she decides what she wants, 
putting myself back into the right frame of mind for 
conversation. One thing is clear to me. I want to make 
Hannah mine. I want to claim her, take her home right now, 
and bend her over my kitchen counter, take a bite out of 
that juicy ass. 


Right or wrong, I want her. And I’m not the kind of man 
who doesn’t get what he wants. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


H annah 


I look at the steaming plate of perfectly-formed Bolognese 
in front of me. It’s like something out of a cartoon. Exactly 
what you would envisage, the loops and whorls of spaghetti, 
the meatballs rested at perfect intervals on top, the sauce 
poured over it all with precision. Not only does it look good, 
but it also smells amazing. I snap a couple of pictures with 
my phone, wishing there was a way to capture this scent. 


It’s only when I’ve taken my first bite, the spaghetti coiled 
around my fork and a meatball balanced on the end of it so 
that I can try all of the flavors at once, that I realize Marco 
is watching me intently. I flush. I probably look like a pig. I 
just read somewhere that it’s better to taste a dish by 
eating a little piece of every flavor on the plate first, to see 
how they burst together in your mouth. 


And I have to say, whoever wrote that was a genius because 
I forget how self-conscious I am when my eyes slide shut in 
pure pleasure. Marco was right - this is the best thing I’ve 
ever eaten. 


“Good?” Marco asks. 


I open my eyes and blush again to see him still watching 
me. “Good,” I say, once I’ve swallowed my mouthful, 
nodding rapidly. 


Marco flashes me a grin, then starts eating his own meal. 
“So, how long is your vacation?” 


“Just a week,” I say, making a face. “It barely seems long 
enough, after the flight. But I came in yesterday, and my 
flight leaves Sunday evening.” 


Marco shakes his head. “Definitely not enough time for this 
beautiful city,” he says teasingly. “What are your plans?” 


“T didn’t really plan anything,” I shrug. “I looked up the 
opening times for all of the tourist attractions I was 
interested in, and now IIl just play it by ear, I guess.” 


Marco looks horrified. “But you’ll be lost in queues, waiting 
to get in, if you don’t plan properly.” 


“Really?” I blink. “Is it that bad?” 


“Rome is one of the busiest cities in the world,” Marco tells 
me. “Both a blessing, because who wouldn’t want to visit 
our beautiful city? - and also, a curse. There are lines 
everywhere. If you go too late to the Vatican City, you won’t 
even get in before closing.” 


“Oh, no,” I say, my face falling. “I was going to go there. And 
I was going to book one of the guided tours. That wouldn’t 
get me to the front of the line, would it?” 


Marco shakes his head, making a face. “No guided tours, 
please. Overpriced and delivered by bored teenagers. You 
need a local guide.” 


“T don’t know anyone here,” I say, sighing. Maybe I wasn’t 
quite prepared for international travel on my own, after all. 


“You know me,” Marco says, popping a perfectly square-cut 
bite of lasagna into his mouth. 


I stare at him for a moment. Was he...? No, he couldn’t be 
offering. He had to be busy. He had work, after all. This was 
his life. 


“But you must be so busy,” I manage to blurt out, realizing 
he hasn’t said anything else and is looking at me 
expectantly. 


“Yes,” Marco says, then shrugs. “And no. Everything can be 
changed. I wouldn’t mind showing you some more of the 
city.” 


I barely know what to say. It would be a big ask, and here 
he is offering it freely. Can I really be so lucky as to get the 
chance to spend more time with this gorgeous, handsome 
man? 


“Just say yes,” Marco says, watching me with a twinkle in 
his green eyes. “You don’t have to be conflicted. Simon 
made a lot of things easier for me when I was in the US. The 
least I can do is to return the favor for his daughter.” 


I shoot my eyes back down to my plate, feeling like someone 
just poured a bucket of ice water over my head. Of course, 
just when I was beginning to feel like something might be 
aligning in the stars to bring us closer together, he has to 
remind me that he only sees me as my father’s daughter. A 
child. Not at all somebody to try to get close to for a hot 
vacation romance. 


“So, what’s your impression of our beautiful Rome so far?” 
Marco asks me. 


“T think I’m starting to fall in love with it,” I say, absent- 
mindedly, twirling another piece of spaghetti around my 
fork. It’s true. Rome isn’t like other old cities. It’s not stuffy 
and trapped in time, reliving the days of its prime and 
refusing to move with the times. It’s not boring, but 
modern, a breath of fresh air. You can almost forget how old 
it is until you see those telltale signs because it feels so 
much younger. And it has a totally sexy accent. 


Alright. I may not be thinking about Rome anymore. 


But sitting across from a man like that, can you blame me? 


CHAPTER: FIVE 


I know there’s no way I’m going to be satisfied with leaving 
Hannah after this meal, just going back to the office and 
waiting to meet her again tomorrow. Because it would have 
to be tomorrow - tonight I have an important business 
dinner, and it will keep me occupied for hours. 


But there’s no chance I’m walking away like that. 


Now that I’ve spent some time with her, I know it more than 
ever, I want to possess her. To have her by my side at all 
times, to show her off on my arm, to let other men know 
they dare not even look at her without my permission. 
Something about her triggers my caveman side, my built-in 
instincts. I have to clench my hands under the table to stop 
myself from getting up and pulling her into my arms right 
here and now. 


“TIl just make some calls, bella,” I tell her, dumping my 
napkin on the table next to my empty plate. “I’ll be back ina 
moment to pay the bill.” 


“My name’s Hannah,” Hannah says, blinking at me. 


I laugh as I get up, leaning down to whisper in her ear. 
“Bella means beautiful. It’s what Italian men say to 
attractive women,” I tell her. Then I straighten and walk 
outside, because as tempting as it is to linger and watch her 
flustered expression, I think it’s much more effective to let 
those words sink in. 


I call my assistant, Francesca. Despite her name - which I 
always think sounds like that of a young woman, ready to 
party - Fran is actually in her sixties. I keep thinking she 
will want to retire, but so far she shows no sign of stopping, 
and I’ve never had a more reliable assistant in my life. 


“Sir,” she says, in rapid and no-nonsense Italian. “J have 
three messages for you. The director of the -” 


“Wait, wait,” I tell her. “Pretend you never spoke to me. Tell 
me the messages at another time. I just need you to cancel 
everything for tonight.” 


There’s a pause at the end of the line. “ Everything alright, 
Mr. Chelimeo?” 


“Quite alright, Fran,” I tell her. “Something more important 
came up. In fact, keep the restaurant, but change the 
reservation for two. I will still attend tonight. You can tell 
the others I am unwell. I’ve never used that excuse in 
fifteen years, so it might be nice.” 


I hear the sound of Fran typing on her computer keyboard, 
and I can picture her with the receiver tucked under her 
chin, her steel-grey bun piled on top of her head as always. 
“Should I reschedule for tomorrow?” 


I hesitate. “Next week,” I decide. “In fact, clear my 
schedule for the rest of this week, too. Let people get a 
little uncomfortable. Why not? They will think I’m meeting 


with a rival company and be even more eager to work 
together when I return.” 


Fran stops typing. “Are you sure you're alright, Marco?” 


I know she’s serious. It’s the only time she will call me by 
my first name, she’s normally far too formal for that. “ Better 
than ever, my dear Fran,” I tell her with a smile, glancing 
through the window at Hannah. “I have a reason at last to 
skip work. After all these years, I think I earned it.” 


I end the call, smiling at Hannah through the glass. I 
quickly move to join her again, feeling already that I don’t 
want to miss a moment of time by her side. 


CHAP TER SIX 


H annah 


After an afternoon of lazily exploring the back streets of 
Rome, where Marco seems to know everyone and 
everything, it feels as though we are caught up. He knows 
all about my life up until this point, my dreams for the 
future, everything that someone could need to know about 
me. 


And I know that... he works a lot, and is a friend of my 
Dad’s. 


Actually, when I stop to think for a moment, I realize that he 
hasn’t given much away at all. 


But I don’t have the time to call him out on it or try to learn 
more, because the afternoon has passed by in a daze, and 
now it seems that it’s time for our dinner reservations. 


As we race across Rome in the back of a taxi, a sudden 
uncertainty strikes me. “Is this a fancy restaurant?” I ask, 
glancing at Marco in his impeccable suit. “I don’t want to be 
underdressed.” 


Marco laughs gently. “It is a nice place, but don’t worry so 
much,” he says. “ You look beautiful.” 


I feel a blush spreading across my cheeks, but I won’t be 
distracted so easily. I’m wearing what is quite obviously a 
daytime outfit, not something suited to a swanky evening 
meal. I start to worry. People will stare, wondering about 
the fat girl who doesn’t know how to dress herself. 


“Maybe I should go and get changed first,” I say. 


“There’s no time,” Marco says. He gives me a funny look, his 
eyes cast in my direction with something unreadable in 
them. “ You feel that you will be out of place?” 


I shrug helplessly. I hate that he can see my insecurities - 
but I’m also glad because it means that at least he might be 
able to help address them. 


“You won’t be out of place,” Marco assures me. “Some 
women show up in ridiculous gowns they can’t breathe in, 
eat three leaves of salad for fear of ruining the lines, and 
then spend the rest of the evening miserable. We are going 
to have a good time. For that, you look perfect.” 


I feel a smile growing on my lips, in spite of myself. He 
knows just what to say to make me feel better, like magic. 


At any rate, it’s too late to change my mind now, as the taxi 
pulls up outside a restaurant with floor to ceiling glass 
walls, showing off the diners within. To my relief, though I 
see that almost all of the men are wearing suits and a lot of 
the women are in evening dresses, and some of the other 
diners are also more casually dressed. Perhaps I won’t 
stand out like a sore thumb - even if I won’t be turning 
heads for the right reasons, either. 


Not that I think I’ve ever turned heads that way. 


The door staff greets Marco exuberantly, by name, ushering 
us over to a table which seems to have the best view in the 
place. From here we can see over the whole restaurant, 
including a glimpse through the open façade of the kitchen, 
and also out through the windows to the world passing by 
outside. But the glimmering chandeliers, extravagant 
customers, and plates piled with delicately arranged food 
can only capture my attention for a brief moment. Once we 
are seated, I really only notice Marco. 


He’s a quiet and attentive man at most times - watching 
me, listening carefully to what I say. He’s perceptive and 
manages to recommend the menu items that sounds most 
appetizing to my tastes as well as hanging his jacket on the 
back of my chair to block out a slight draft that was coming 
at me from behind - even without me complaining about it 
at all. 


I can barely remember what we talk about. The food, the 
restaurant itself, the city. Everything passes as if in a daze, 
including the delicious food. But as we finish our meal, he 
manages to get my attention so entirely that I hear every 
word branded into my memory. 


“So,” he says. “ Bella, what do you want to do tomorrow?” 


That’s when I realize he was really serious about spending 
some more time showing me around. Today was wonderful 
enough, but I can’t work up the energy to protest against 
more. As much as it feels like it would be the polite thing to 
say, I can’t deny myself what I want. And what I want is to 
spend more time with Marco. 


“T don’t know,” I say hesitantly. “What do you suggest?” 


“You haven’t seen the big tourist sites yet, no?” Marco asks, 
reaching for the bottle of sparkling water on the table to 


pour me another glass. I had barely even noticed I had 
drained mine. “We can see all the great sights.” 


“That sounds nice,” I nod, smiling. In my head, I’m 
frantically searching through the bag that I brought with 
me. Do I have nice clothes that I can wear? Something that 
will impress Marco? But at the same time, a voice in the 
back of my mind reminds me that to him, I’m his friend’s 
daughter - that he won’t be looking at me like that anyway. 


I suppose I can still try. 


“TIl come and pick you up early in the morning,” he says. 
“You don’t have to worry about a thing, I will organize it all. 
I know where to go and what to do here.” 


I flash him another smile. “Thank you for doing this,” I say. 
“And for dinner, too.” 


Marco lifts his glass in salute. His is filled with red wine, not 
sparkling water. I suppose I could legally drink here if I 
wanted to, but it still feels too strange. “The pleasure is 
mine,” he says. “I get to have your delightful company. I’m 
getting the better deal, I promise.” 


A flush fills my cheeks again at the sentiment. I wonder if 
Marco talks to everyone like this - it would certainly explain 
his success as a businessman - or if he really means it. 


On second thought, I’m not sure that I want to find out. 
Much better to stay with the possibility that he could mean 
it than to have my dreams shattered. 


After a dessert that is so exquisite I want it to last forever, 
Marco waves over one of the waiters and pays the bill 
without a word, laying his card across the top of a card 
reader with a practiced gesture and not a hint of a wince on 
his face at the total, which he doesn’t allow me to see. Still, 


I’ve seen the menu and I can begin to guess. I know that 
the meal wasn’t cheap. 


I wonder just how rich Marco is, that he can simply pay for 
a meal like that without blinking an eye. Not that it has 
anything to do with how attractive I find him - the money is 
just an extra like a cherry on top. 


“Well,” I say, with some reluctance, half-wishing he will 
contradict me. “I suppose I should go back to my hotel.” 


“A good plan,” Marco says with a nod, throwing his cloth 
napkin onto the table. “You need your rest for tomorrow. 
Come. I will take you there.” He stands and extends an arm, 
helping me to my feet, even though I’m perfectly capably of 
getting up from a chair on my own. 


He doesn’t let go of my hand even when I have moved away 
from the table, instead he threads it over his arm so that he 
can escort me properly out of the restaurant. The servers 
are all smiles, telling us ciao from all sides as we leave, but I 
can only really focus on the feel of my hand on his arm. His 
muscles are tough and bulging under my palm, swelling as 
he flexes them, and I can only imagine what he must look 
like under his neatly tailored suit. This mental fascination 
takes my attention until I realize that we’re sitting in the 
back of a cab again, and Marco is asking for the name of my 
hotel. 


I flush at the realization that I almost didn’t even hear the 
question and say it clearly for the cab driver to hear, before 
settling back into my seat. This is it, now - only the last few 
moments before I have to leave Marco and go inside on my 
own. I feel a peculiar kind of ache at the thought. I don’t 
want him to leave. It seems almost childish to ask him to 
stay longer, so I fight down the urge, keeping my eyes on 
the streets flashing by, now lit with glowing orange lights 
against the darkness. 


All too soon, my hotel approaches in the view through the 
windshield. “This is it,” I say, my stomach falling. 


“Well, I hope you had a good night,” Marco says, fixing me 
with a smile that brings his dancing green eyes to life. 


“T did,” I say, hoping that it sounds cool and polite, not as 
dreamy and fervent as it sounds in my own head. “Thank 
you, again.” 


As the taxi comes to a stop, I expect to say my goodbyes, 
but Marco leans forward to the driver. “Wait for me here,” 
he says. “I’m coming back after walking the lady to her 
room.” 


The driver grunts and nods in response, leaving me to blink 
in surprise. So, it’s not yet farewell after all. Marco’s 
manners are so gentlemanly, like nothing I’ve ever 
encountered before. It’s hard to believe that he’s real. 


Like before, Marco takes my arm to lead me to the elevator 
and stands calmly by my side as we ride up to the correct 
floor. I can barely think of a single word to say, and my 
heart is racing fast in my chest. I want him to stay. I want 
him to come into my room with me. I want that strong-arm 
not to simply guide me, but to throw me on the bed, rip off 
my clothes... 


I stare at my own reflection in the shimmering surface of 
the metal opposite, hard to make out and indistinct. I can’t 
do it. I can’t say it. It’s far too forward, and I don’t have any 
experience in this kind of thing. And Marco - I’m sure he’ll 
be appalled. He still sees me as a kid. I can’t tell him what I 
want. 


The elevator door opens onto my floor, and I walk out, 
leading Marco down the corridor until I reach my door. I 
busy myself with inserting the keycard and unlocking it as if 


its a very difficult task that requires all of my 
concentration, and then I hesitate. 


“So, this is my room,” I say, which is completely 
unnecessary given the fact that I’ve just demonstrated that 
truth by unlocking it. 


“Have a good night, bella,” Marco tells me. “Remember, 
bright and early in the morning. I’ll ask them to call your 
room when I arrive.” 


I smile. “TIl try to be ready. Maybe I’ll even be down in the 
lobby before you get here.” 


“T don’t mind waiting for you,” Marco says. “Tomorrow will 
be a good day. Until then.” 


“Until then,” I breathe, unsure of what to do or say. Stay, 
some voice inside my head whispers, half-hoping he will 
magically hear it. 


“Ciao, bella,” Marco murmurs and gives me a lingering look 
before walking back down the corridor in the direction that 
we came from. 


I close the door and sigh against it, wondering why I 
couldn’t just find the courage to at least hint something. But 
it was probably for the best. 


It’s late already, so I get undressed and ready for bed, 
climbing into the sheets and picking up the paperback I 
brought with me to read. But I can’t focus on the words on 
the page. Instead, all I can think about is Marco - about the 
touch of his hand, and how his attention seems to focus all 
on me sometimes, making me feel like the only person in 
the world. 


My mind carries me down a path, thinking about what 
might have happened if I’d had the courage to invite him in. 


I picture him leaning down from his tall height to kiss me, 
claiming my lips with that famous Italian passion, throwing 
me against the wall, and tearing my clothes away before the 
door barely has time to close. He would run his hands all 
over me, I think, trailing kisses, and then carry me over to 
the bed to loom over me. 


My eyes are closed as I picture him tearing away my 
panties, ripping the delicate lace, which does not at all 
resemble the sensible granny panties I’m actually wearing, 
and tossing them aside, lowering himself over me, and 
then... 


Just as the excitement builds inside me, I have to stop with 
a groan. I have no idea what comes next. I’ve never been in 
a position to know. I managed to make it to eighteen as a 
virgin, and I can’t even put together a fantasy in my head 
all the way to the finish. 


I try to get comfortable in the unfamiliar sheets, shutting 
my eyes and hoping that sleep will come. There’s one thing 
I hold onto as I drift away, the thought that, if I were going 
to have any teacher in the world to show me what I don’t 
know, I would choose Marco in a heartbeat. 


CHAP LER SEVEN 


I shade my eyes against the sun as I take off my sunglasses, 
looking up at the hotel where I dropped Hannah off only 
last night. I’m early as I promised her I would be - largely 
because there was no point in delaying when I woke so 
early, tense and hard for her, thinking of all the things I 
could do to make her mine. 


Because she will be mine. One way or another, I’m going to 
make sure of it. 


I walk inside, intending to head for the reception desk and 
follow my earlier plan, but I soon stop in surprise. Sitting on 
one of the comfortable sofas in the reception area, leafing 
through an Italian magazine that was likely left out for 
customers, is Hannah. 


“You’re ready,” I say, approaching her as she looks up at the 
sound of my voice. 


“Yeah,” Hannah says, and shrugs with a giggle. “I don’t 
know why, but I woke up early today. I guess it must be the 
excitement.” 


I can only blink for a moment. And here I thought I was the 
only one who had been bitten by the bug. Am I crazy, or is 
getting Hannah to fall into my arms going to be easier than 
I thought? 


“Well, there’s not a moment to lose,” I tell her crisply, 
offering my arm. She stands to take it in what I hope will 
become a habitual gesture, smoothing out her clothes. 
Today she’s wearing a cute dress that falls to her knees, 
patterned with yellow and brown polka dots that make me 
think of sunflowers. Fitted to her waist, it flares out below, 
making her bust stand out in the tightly-fitted fabric that 
reveals a little of her cleavage. I feel a tightening sensation 
in my groin, the beginning of hardness. I don’t want to 
imagine other men seeing that cleavage, but at the same 
time, the jealousy stirs something in me. 


“Where are we going first?” Hannah asks, thankfully 
breaking my train of thought. 


“Where else?” I ask. “Il Colosseo. The Colosseum, I believe 
you Call it.” 


Hannah claps her hands in delight as we walk towards the 
doors. “I’ve been looking forward to seeing it. Is it as good 
as it looks in the pictures?” 


“Why ask me?” I say with a smile. “You’re about to find out 
for yourself.” 


And we are off. From that moment, the conversation flows 
freely, and with every moment I find myself becoming 
bound to Hannah more and more. With her delighted 
excitement at the Colosseum itself and the subsequent visit 
to the Pantheon; with her serious questions in return to the 
excellent local knowledge of each of these sights that I give 
her; with her ability to talk about anything, no matter the 
topic, and even to strike up conversations with other 


tourists in the short lines that we have to join here and 
there. 


Of course, we don’t have to line up often. I made sure of 
that by calling in some favors, and we are able to enjoy 
everything at our own pace without the pressure of time, 
seeing everything to its fullest. I want Hannah to take home 
great memories of Rome, for this to be a week she will 
never forget. It will need to be, if she’s going to come back 
to me afterward, to remain at my side. 


By far the favorite moment of the day for me is after the 
Pantheon when we retreat around the corner to a well- 
known gelateria that is hidden behind the ancient building, 
for traditional Italian sorbet in cones. Hannah grabs her 
phone and gestures to me, beckoning me closer; when I do, 
she aims the camera our way and we take a shot together, 
holding our sorbets, smiling, the Pantheon’s ancient walls 
behind us. 


“Our first selfie,” she tells me with a laugh. “Don’t we look 
so happy?” 


“We do,” I agree, surprised in spite of myself. “But you 
should put the phone away. Your sorbet is dripping.” 


With a yelp, Hannah flicks out her tongue, lapping melted 
sorbet away from the side of the cone. I feel that tightening 
again and look away for a moment. What I wouldn’t do to 
have that tongue somewhere else, to have her lapping away 
at me instead. And if I don’t find a way to control my lust, it 
might be sooner than expected. 


CHAP TER EIGHT 


H annah 


Dinner is the perfect end to a wonderful day. I’ve seen so 
much of Rome already, and Marco has been attentive at 
every step. True to his word, he showed me how to skip 
past all of the lines, to evade the tourists’ traps, even the 
rose sellers in the squares who are determined to trick you 
into parting with a Euro. After a visit to the Trevi Fountain, 
where everyone throngs in droves and the air is stifling, we 
escape to another restaurant, this time in a room that 
appears carved out of stone with a traditional atmosphere. 


“So, what do you think of Rome now?” Marco asks, 
watching me as I skim through the menu. 


I look up with a grin. “I love it,” I say, and I don’t think I just 
mean the city. Not that I could dare say that to him - but the 
way he’s looked after me all day makes me feel so safe and 
happy. With Marco, it feels like I could have anything I ever 
wanted - and he even manages to make me feel as though I 
would deserve it. 


“Want to share a pizza?” Marco asks. He reaches over and 
taps a spot on my menu, a giant-sounding pizza with so 
many toppings I have trouble visualizing them all on one 
Slice. 


“That sounds good,” I smile. It does. It really does. Sharing 
food - it makes this feel almost like a date. I decide, that it 
wouldn't be too awful if I allowed myself to pretend that it 
is. 


“TIl order,” Marco says, waving a waiter over. He speaks to 
the man in rapid-fire Italian, and I know that we’re about to 
eat something special. Marco seems to have that effect, 
wherever we go. Either it’s because he knows this city so 
well that he can always find his way to the best, or it’s 
because he has that presence about him that makes people 
want to do better - I can’t tell. But the effect must be 
wearing off on me, too, because I’m still lamenting the state 
of the suitcase I brought with me and the utter lack of 
anything I could wear that might possibly be deemed sexy. 


The food comes before long - another aspect of the Marco 
effect, I’m sure - and I can’t help my eyes going as large as 
Saucers. 


Marco laughs at me, and I meet his gaze before gesturing 
down at the pizza. “It’s enormous,” I tell him. 


“I know,” he says, a twinkle in his green eyes still visible 
even in the dim, candle-accented lighting. “Bigger than 
both of us, I think.” 


I shrug, snapping a quick picture of it with my phone. “Is 
that a challenge?” 


Marco’s face lights up with what I’m sure is excitement. “It 
could be,” he agrees. “ You know, I always love a woman who 
knows how to eat.” 


I feel a flush lighting my face again and am thankful that at 
least it’s dim in here. He called me a woman. Not a girl. And 
more than that, he said the word love in the same sentence. 
Could this mean that he’s beginning to see me as more than 
just a kid? 


We eat our way through the pizza, laughing and joking, 
talking as we go. The conversation makes the meal longer, 
and I think this is what makes the huge amount of food 
more manageable. Surprisingly, even though Marco is in 
good shape and I’m not, he keeps up with me, slice for slice. 
We chuckle at the floppy slices that want to deposit their 
toppings back down on the oversized slate, groan at the 
thud of green peppers that do slide free, and even compete 
to draw out the longest string of mozzarella from our 
mouths to the pizza. 


Finally, we rest - and look down in despair at the four slices 
of the pizza left on the slate. 


“I don’t think I can do it,” I sigh. “At least, not before this 
place closes.” 


“We need a break,” Marco agrees, in what I’m beginning to 
recognize is his habitual no-nonsense manner. Within 
moments he’s summoned the waiter and asked the man to 
box up our remaining slices for us, and even settled the bill. 


“What now?” I ask. I check my watch and then wish I 
hadn’t. The evening is already growing old. 


“Let’s decide that in a moment,” Marco says. He nods 
towards the back of the room, where a sign indicates the 
direction of the restrooms. “I will be back shortly.” 


I watch him go, then settle back down into my seat, looking 
at my hands. I don’t want the night to be over, but I know it 


probably will be. When he comes back, he’ll take me back to 
my hotel - and leave me there alone, again. 


At least I might have a few more slices of pizza to keep me 
company. 


“Ciao, ciao, ciao bella!” 


I look around in surprise, with the instinct that tells you 
when you are being spoken to, even if you don’t know the 
language. At the next table over are three Italian boys, 
around my age if not a couple of years older, all with curly, 
dark hair cut in fashionable styles. They also all wear grins, 
which for a moment remind me of jackals. 


One of them, the one who addressed me, says something in 
Italian. I shake my head in confusion, trying to show them 
that I have no idea what they are saying. He gets up, then, 
and moves closer to me, standing over me. 


“What you doing with that old man, huh?” he asks me, his 
English heavily accented. “You looking miserable. You 
should get a good time, huh?” 


“A... good time?” I repeat, looking up at him uncertainly. His 
two friends get up, and they stand around me, 
uncomfortably close to my chair. I don’t think I can get up 
without walking right into one or the other of them. 


“Yes, come with us,” the ringleader says. “We show you 
good time. Good Rome time, huh? You want to have fun? We 
know a place.” 


Something touches my shoulder, and I whirl to see it’s one 
of the friends, right behind me, his hand landing there. 
“Come with us,” he also urges. “Good time with us.” 


“N-no, I...” I sammer, trying and failing to brush his hand 
away. “Please, don’t touch me.” 


“Come on, bella,” the ringleader says, catching a strand of 
my hair in his fingers. “We just want to show you some fun. 
Come with us.” 


I don’t know what to do. I look around, trying to see past 
them, but the other people in the restaurant seem to be 
ignoring us - and I can’t find Marco at all. 


There’s no way out - they’re pressed close by me now, so 
close I can’t move without touching one of them. I don’t 
want to encourage them by doing that - so how am I going 
to get out of here and away from them? 


CHAP TER NINE 


I come out of the bathroom casually enough, not expecting 
anything to be wrong. But when I look up at our table, I 
can’t see Hannah at all - but I can see a group of three 
men, boys really, clustered around the seat where she was 
sitting. Which seems suspicious in itself. 


I should probably hold back and assess the situation first 
before reacting, but I can’t help myself. If those little 
scumbags have done something to Hannah, they will regret 
it. And if it turns out to be all innocent, then they will regret 
having dared to sit close to her. 


“Hey!” I shout, my voice carrying across the restaurant as I 
stride over. The three guys look over at me, and as their 
bodies turn, I glimpse Hannah between them. She looks 
scared, stressed. I see red. 


“Calm down, just talking,” one of them tries to say, giving 
me a dismissive wave. None of them move. I can see that 
they don’t realize who I am - what I could do to them. 


“Get away from her,” I say, through gritted teeth. There 
must be something in my voice which at least tips off the 
two other boys, because they flinch a little and even take 
half-steps back, giving Hannah some room. The first, though 
- I see angrily has a piece of Hannah’s hair in his fingers - 
only doubles down, slipping his arm around the back of her 
chair and leaning towards her. 


“M-Marco?” Hannah says, her voice rising in pitch, a sound 
of panic and fear. There’s no chance in hell that I will allow 
this punk to make her feel that way. 


I don’t think. I only act. I grab him by the shoulder and pull 
him bodily away from her, and his two friends step back 
even further. I realize that my other hand has formed into a 
fist as I approached him, and I hold it tense by my side, 
ready to use. “ You owe the lady an apology,” I tell him, using 
English for Hannah’s benefit. 


The guy scoffs in my face. “Whatever, old man. She’s not 
even pretty anyway. Fat puttana.” 


I can’t hold back the rage. I draw back my fist and drive it 
into his face, still holding him in front of me so that he will 
take the full impact. Only when I feel the satisfying crunch 
of his nose do I let him go, allowing him to slip to the floor. 
His friends are gone, one of them out of the door, the other 
watching on with a white face as he clings to the bar. 


“Come on,” I say, extending a hand to Hannah. She 
scrambles up from her chair and takes it, and as I draw her 
closer to me I realize that she’s shaking. I slip my arm 
around her shoulders as I escort her out, away from the 
jerks who tried to intimidate her, grabbing our pizza box as 
we go. 


I didn’t even think about what I was doing, but as the cool 
evening air hits us, I realize what I’ve done. My knuckles 


ache, and my arm is around her shoulders in the way I 
would maybe cradle a girlfriend - not the daughter of an 
old friend. I expect her to tense up and push away from me, 
but she doesn’t. 


Whether it was the horrible experience making her need 
comfort, or whether she’s already warming to me, the 
result is the same. She relaxes into my touch, cuddling 
herself against my side, even slipping her hand up to grasp 
the side of my jacket as if to keep me close. For a moment 
I’m speechless, then I think about what this means. 


It means that, despite my initial wondering, I might be able 
to actually make this happen. 


Not that I really doubted myself. But if Hannah wants it too, 
even now, then it won’t be so hard to convince her as I was 
expecting. 


I use my free arm to hail a taxi, keeping Hannah close by 
my side, the scent of her perfume filling my nostrils. Her 
warmth and the softness of her skin under my hand - I 
could get used to this very easily. 


And that, tonight, is exactly what I intend to begin. 


CHAPTER TEN 


H annah 


Outside the hotel, our cab pulls up, and I feel myself tense. 
This is it. The moment when Marco will leave me. After what 
happened at the restaurant, I don’t want to be alone at all - 
and I definitely don’t want him to leave. Just like last night, I 
feel a desperate longing for him to come inside, to stay with 
me, even just a minute longer. 


“TIl come up with you, help you carry the pizza and the 
souvenirs,” Marco says, making my heart skip a beat. It’s as 
if he can read my mind. “I’ll just pay the taxi - I don’t want 
him waiting around for too long.” 


“Thank you,” I murmur, meaning it because I was not at all 
looking forward to being alone. I get out of the car and walk 
into the lobby, and Marco joins me after just a couple of 
moments, smiling even though he is laden down with 
shopping bags and the pizza box. 


The journey up the elevator seems even more laden with 
unsaid thoughts than before, the silence almost oppressive. 
I’m just trying to appreciate these moments before he does 


go at last. I want to cling to him for comfort, but I don’t 
think he would appreciate it. 


We arrive at my room all too quickly, but this time when I 
open the door, Marco doesn’t pause outside. He comes in 
with me, setting the pizza box on the desk in the corner and 
my shopping bags on the floor. He glances around the room 
then, and I’m glad this is a hotel with a cleaning service and 
not my room at home, where I might have forgotten to tidy 
away clothes or make the bed. 


“It’s not a bad room,” he says, flicking aside a corner of the 
curtain to look outside. The view is dark, that’s why I closed 
the curtains when I left, there isn’t much to see, only a 
street lined with shops. “Looks comfortable enough.” 


“Tt is,” I say. I sit down on the bed. This is horrible. I can feel 
the moment coming when he will leave. I don’t want him to 
go. I want him to stay. What can I do? 


Marco picks up the room service menu and flicks through it 
as if he is assessing this place for a future stay of his own. 
Or, more likely, I suppose, deciding whether to send a client 
here. But it gives me an idea - one that I latch onto tightly. 
It’s the only thing I can think of to stop him from leaving 
right now. 


“Would you like to get a drink?” I ask. “Room service does 
delivery.” 


Marco’s green eyes flick up to mine, and there’s something 
in them that I can’t read, a kind of darkness. “Sounds like a 
good idea,” he agrees. “What would you like?” 


“I don’t know,” I shrug. “I think they do virgin cocktails. I 
haven’t tried any yet.” 


“How about a virgin pina colada?” Marco suggests, walking 
over and reaching for the phone. “Pll have some wine.” 


He places the order in answer to my nod, and I pretend to 
listen, even though I can barely hear a thing over the 
pounding of my own heart. He’s here. In my room. Staying. 
The only place to sit is on the bed or on the one chair by the 
desk, and I hope he will choose the bed. Even as he 
continues talking on the phone, he sits, casually, right next 
to me. When he finishes the call and puts the receiver 
down, I find my mouth has gone dry. 


This is it. The moment. With Marco so close, I could make a 
move right now, have his hands on me, his mouth. But I 
don’t know what to do. I’ve never made any move, let alone 
the first. I look at him through my eyelashes, his hands 
resting casually on the bed, his lips, raising my gaze to meet 
his eyes. He looks back at me, and the expression in those 
green orbs makes me freeze entirely. 


CRAP TER ELEVEN 


Something in the room shifted as soon as we stepped over 
the threshold. No, before that, I sensed it in the elevator, 
and to a smaller degree even in the back of the taxi. There 
is something emanating from Hannah, some magnetism 
that draws me in, some heat. 


When she suggests that I should stay, I knew it. I haven’t 
mistaken a thing. That magnetism I feel is her desire, 
coming off her like waves. I feel the intensity of her glances 
like heat on my skin. She wants this - wants what I want. All 
that remains is to begin. 


I put the phone down and turn my head to look at her, to 
watch her hooded eyes traveling over my body, up to my 
mouth. She meets my eyes and I see my signal, the message 
I’ve been waiting for, the look in her eyes that begs me to 
claim her now. 


It’s time to make her mine. The moment I’ve been waiting 
for since I first saw her in the street and knew who she was. 
I reach out without hesitation to place my hand along her 


jaw, the side of her face, lifting her towards me, taking her 
into my control. Amoment later my mouth follows, covering 
hers, taking her into a deep kiss that makes her groan deep 
in her chest. 


There’s no more hesitation. I deepen our kiss even further, 
flicking my tongue across her lips. They part with a sigh, 
and then our tongues are pressing together, tangling, 
dancing in a dance that our bodies know without 
instruction. 


My hands move, down across her shoulders, caressing, 
squeezing. They travel from her arms down to her waist, 
where I grip her tightly, glorying in the feel of her under my 
hands. She’s everything I had imagined and more, and I 
can’t get enough. A fury of desire takes over my movements 
and I shift our bodies, laying her back down onto the bed, 
crawling over the top of her. My body over hers is almost 
enough to take my control away, and I slip my hands under 
the fabric of her dress, traveling up her thighs until I reach 
the fabric of her panties. 


Hannah gasps into my mouth, and I draw back slightly, 
enough to check that she’s alright. I look into her eyes and 
see something I hadn’t expected to see, fear. It’s enough to 
stop me in my tracks, my hands hesitating right on the 
verge of gripping the sides of her panties to pull them down 
and out of the way, my hardness is forgotten for a moment 
even as it presses almost painfully against the clothes 
keeping it contained. 


“What is it?” I ask, searching her face for answers. 


“Its nothing,” Hannah says, far too quickly. Then, because 
she must know it sounded like a lie, she continues. “I just - 
I’ve never - I haven’t done this before. I... I’m a virgin.” 


I freeze completely, staring down at her in shock. In all of 
the things, she could have said, for some reason I never 
expected it to be that. 


And the knock at the door is so loud I almost jump, 
accompanied by the shouted announcement that our room 
service is here. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


H annah 


I shouldn’t have said anything. I know I shouldn’t have 
admitted it. 


I know, because even though honesty felt like the right 
thing at the moment, I’m regretting it completely. The way 
Marco froze over me, the shock in his expression - I know 
that what I said immediately turned him off, and now he 
wants nothing to do with me. Which is awkward, because 
now our drinks are here. 


As he gets off me and goes to the door, I feel a deep crimson 
blush filling my cheeks, the shame of the moment. I can’t 
believe I admitted how inexperienced I am. What was I 
thinking? Now he remembers that I’m just a kid compared 
to him, who’s hardly seen or done anything in her life. Now 
he’s going to back out, make an excuse and leave, I just 
know it. How can I blame him? 


I frantically tug my dress back down over my legs, covering 
myself up. The last thing I need is to still be exposed to his 
eyes when he comes back. I sit up, flattening my hair, taking 


a more appropriate seated position, turning my body to the 
front rather than towards where he was sitting. Marco 
sounds pleasant enough as he accepts the room service, but 
inside I’m dying, waiting for him to come back and make his 
excuses. 


He closes the door and sets a small round tray, with both of 
our drinks on top, on the dresser beside the bed, pushing 
the phone aside. Then he sits, exactly where he was before. 
I guess he’s going to try and let me down gently. I was 
expecting him to just rush out and leave. I don’t know which 
is worse. 


“Hannah,” he says, gently, so gently that I want to cry. 


“Tt’s alright,” I blurt out, unable to bear it. “You want to go 
now. I understand. You don’t have to make excuses.” 


There’s a pause, silence between us. When Marco doesn’t 
reply or move, the wait is so torturous that I manage to 
drag my ashamed eyes from the carpet up to look at him. 
What surprises me is that he doesn’t look angry, or 
awkward, or embarrassed. He’s simply smiling gently. 


“Hannah,” he starts again. “I didn’t know. This changes 
everything, but it’s not that I want to leave?” 


“Why?” I ask. I want the ground to swallow me whole, so I 
don’t have to keep experiencing this anymore. It must be 
the most awful thing that’s ever happened to me. “You don’t 
have to stay just because of my Dad. I’ve ruined everything. 
You can just go.” 


A pained expression passes over Marco’s face. “ Bella, 
please don’t mention your father right now. Not when I’m, 
well, still a little... indisposed.” 


At first, I don’t understand what he means by that, but a 
gesture draws my attention down - down to his lap, where I 


can still see a certain bulging shape. My eyes widen. Does 
that mean he’s still interested, despite everything...? 


“I don’t think less of you,” Marco says. He reaches out and 
cups the side of my face - this time, with a gentle calm, not 
the passion of just a moment ago. “Actually, it’s the opposite. 
But your first time should be special.” 


A thickness is clogging my tongue, my throat, a heaviness in 
the back of my eyes. “But it was going to be,” I Say, 
stubbornly. “Don’t I get to decide what’s special?” 


Marco smiles, almost looking as though he wants to bite his 
lip to keep from laughing. “You’re impatient,” he says, 
neither a rebuke nor a question, just a statement. “But trust 
me, mi bella. I will make it special for you. I will.” 


My eyes widen again. Does that mean it isn’t over? That 
tonight, we can still..? “Now?” I ask, my voice barely more 
than a whisper as I dare to hope. 


“Not tonight.” Marco shakes his head. “It needs time. 
Effort. Tomorrow, let me treat you. I will give you a whole 
day, a dedication to only your pleasure. We start on the 
streets of this beautiful city and I will make everything 
perfect for you.” 


I can feel myself pouting. I suspect it might not be entirely 
attractive, but I can’t help it. “But...” 


“But you’re impatient, yes.” Marco smiles, and shifts his 
hand, the pad of his thumb brushing over my lower lip. His 
voice turns lower, huskier, sparking something deep in the 
pit of my stomach. “So, tonight, I will give you just a little 
taste.” 


“A taste?” I ask, but Marco makes no answer. At least, not a 
verbal one. His mouth covers mine, gentler this time, his 
hand simply guiding me in place rather than gripping me 


tightly. Before I have remembered to breathe again, he slips 
from my mouth and guides me onto my back, settling my 
head on the pillows. 


I have no idea what to expect, and my confusion only grows 
when his hands go under my dress again, hooking into the 
sides of my panties. I thought he said we weren’t going to 
do that? Then he pulls them down, swiftly all the way over 
my knees and then off the ends of my feet, to be discarded 
on the floor, leaving me feeling stunned. 


I’ve never been even this much naked in front of someone 
else, with nothing from the waist down. I feel so exposed! 
The thought of Marco’s eyes on me makes me want to 
squirm, and my legs automatically clamp together, as 
though I can hide by simply doing that. 


“Relax,” Marco says, his hands drifting softly over my 
thighs. “Trust me.” 


I do trust him, even though I find that I’m scared all of a 
sudden, self-conscious with all of the lights on. But his 
gentle touch persuades me to relax, and as he draws my 
thighs open again, one hand on each of my legs, I find that I 
don’t resist. 


His eyes linger between my legs, and I feel so strange to 
know that he’s looking at me there, seeing me in my 
entirety, in a way that no one ever has. Not even myself. But 
if I have hang-ups about what he might see there, 
apparently Marco has no problem with it, because only a 
moment later he’s launching himself closer, so much so that 
I almost squeak in surprise, wondering why he needs to 
take such a close look. 


It surprises me, even more, when I feel a touch - something 
unexpected, especially with his face so close to me. In fact, I 
look down and realize that his hands are still on my thighs, 


cupping each of them to keep them parted. So, then, 
what...? 


The touch comes again, stronger this time, a movement 
across my lips down there, upwards and over them, making 
me shiver when it moves over a bundle of nerves. 
Something rough yet gentle, something wet, something - 


His tongue. 


Marco is licking me - again now - and the realization makes 
me burn red at the same time as it sends more jolts and 
sparks down low in my belly. His tongue moves again and 
again, not fast but inexorably, starting that long lick each 
time it finishes. I feel pleasure pooling inside me, sparks 
rising every time he moves over that one bundle of nerves, 
and I realize with even more chagrin that I must be getting 
wet - that he must be able to feel it - taste it. 


Marco’s rhythm changes without warning, his tongue 
swirling in a circular motion, around and around those 
nerves, making me arch my back involuntarily. I barely 
know what I’m doing, and as he continues I hear a moan 
burst from my lips, shocking me. My eyes roll closed, and 
my hands clutch at the sheets for some measure of control, 
feeling pleasure building, and building inside me in such an 
unfamiliar way. 


I can’t stop moving - bucking my hips in little movements 
up towards his face, gripping and twisting the sheets, 
moaning and gasping, arching my back, my head thrown 
against the pillow. I don’t know what’s come over me - why 
I can’t stay in control. I’m panting for breath, my whole 
existence taken over by the sensations Marco is giving me, 
that spiral of pleasure, growing and growing inside of me 
like some fast-blooming flower, making me wonder what 
heights it can reach, where it’s taking me. 


And still, Marco keeps going, I have no idea how. His tongue 
works over me, and I can feel the rough brush of the 
stubble on his chin against other parts of me, somehow 
immensely pleasurable instead of painful. I feel the wave of 
pleasure growing, higher, higher, reaching up and up until I 
think I can no longer take it, I can no longer hold on - 


And suddenly it spills over me like water, coursing through 
my whole body, a tingling bliss that extends through all of 
my limbs, making my hips twitch and pulse, making me 
light-headed until I slowly come back to myself lying dazed 
on the pillows, Marco looking up from between my legs with 
a grin. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


When Hannah emerges from the blissful cocoon of her 
afterglow, she blinks at me lazily, then sits up. “That was 
just a taste?” she asks, which makes me laugh. 


“Yes, bella. Tomorrow will be even better.” I reach for my 
phone and fire off a quick text to Fran before I forget, 
telling her that I confirm all my schedule for the week 
should be cleared. This is all about Hannah, now. 


I grab the pizza box from the side and open it as I rejoin her 
on the bed, settling myself against the headboard as 
Hannah also sits upright. Together with our drinks, the 
pizza makes for a good snack - especially now, after we 
have both exerted ourselves, even if not in as much of a way 
as we will tomorrow. 


Still, as I eat one of my slices, I can’t help but think no 
matter how rich the pizza, how deep the wine, none of it 
tastes as good as her. 


I look at her as she eats until she catches on and looks back 
at me. Then I offer her a smile. I like to watch her. When 


she eats, she enjoys her food. Not like those women who 
are so obsessed with staying slim, they don’t even get to be 
present while they eat. 


“Do you need to book anything for tomorrow?” Hannah 
asks. Her tone is innocent enough, but I know that she’s 
fishing for information. Trying to get an idea of what I have 
planned for her. 


“No, I don’t need to,” I say, in the same innocent tone, 
pretending to be interested in my wine as I swirl it and hold 
it up to the light. 


“Oh.” Hannah thinks about that for a moment. I can guess 
what’s going through her mind, there will be no fancy 
restaurant and she’s right about that. We’ve already done 
that, and I’m nowhere near out of new ideas. “Well, how 
should I dress?” 


“In the morning?” I pick an olive off my last slice of pizza 
and eat it on its own. “Just something comfortable. It 
doesn’t matter so much. Anyway, I will be here to help you 
choose.” 


“You will?” Hannah looks at me with round eyes. 


I chuckle. “Well, I did send the taxi away,” I tell her, then 
gesture towards the clock. “And by the time we finish 
digesting this little supper, it will be late. I might as well 
stay here.” 


Hannah is still looking at me with those wide eyes that I 
could just drown myself in. I can almost see the thoughts 
running through her mind. “But I thought you said...?” 


“We can stay in the same room without having sex,” I tell 
her, chuckling at her confusion. “Don’t worry. I’m strong 
enough to keep my hands to myself.” 


“Are you sure?” Hannah asks, and whether she intended it 
to come across as coy or was an innocent question, it still 
makes me laugh all the same. 


Of course, it will be hard. But knowing that I will claim her 
for myself tomorrow, and only for myself so that she will 
never know another man makes it bearable. 


At least, that’s what I think... until she emerges from the 
bathroom dressed in her nightgown, which flows over her 
breasts - freed from a bra - and falls only to just above her 
knees, casting all kinds of sinful thoughts into my mind. 


But for her, I can resist. It’s no longer about my pleasure 
but about hers, and how much better it will be if she is 
prepared in the right way. Tomorrow, we begin a journey 
that will last for the rest of our lives. I will make her mine, 
bind her to me, and we will be one. That is not something to 
be undertaken on a whim, at the suggestion of mere lust. 


For her, I can wait. 


Just not for too long. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


H annah 


When I wake up, there is no moment where I forget where I 
am or who is with me. No, from the moment I lift myself out 
of dreams, I remember. I know that Marco is here, in my 
bed with me. I remember seeing him last night, his suit 
jacket and shirt shucked off and placed neatly over the back 
of the chair, his bare chest and back, the muscles I have 
been imagining all of this time almost making my eyes pop 
out of my head. I could barely believe then that he would 
make me wait to get my hands on all of that. 


But in the end, I didn’t wait - at least, not exactly. Because 
while I lay there in bed next to him, with the lights off, he 
scooped me into his arms, my back resting against his 
chest, and held me there like that all night. 


I think it was the most restful sleep I’ve ever had. 


Although, what strikes me as I open my eyes this morning is 
that his arms are no longer around me. A sudden fear hits 
me that he’s gone, and I turn over quickly, only to see him 
standing by the chair, fastening the buttons on his shirt. 


A fresh-looking shirt, which only has me blinking in 
confusion. How did he manage to get new clothes while I 
was asleep? 


“Morning, bella,” Marco says, smiling at me. “Are you ready 
for a day out?” 


I blink sleepily. “How did you...?” 


Marco laughs. “My assistant came by this morning. She’s 
very reliable.” 


The word ‘she’ goes through me like a bolt of lightning. I 
don’t know why Marco shouldn’t have a female assistant, 
but it stirs terrible jealousy within me. I bite my lip a 
second, before slowly rolling out of the bed from under the 
covers and getting up. 


“I was thinking about wearing this dress today,” I say, 
pointing to a blue denim shirt dress with embroidered 
flowers scattered across it. 


“Tt will be fitting,” Marco nods, pursing his lips to hide what 
I think is an amused smile. Giving him a sideways look, still 
wondering about this assistant he mentioned, I take my 
things into the bathroom to get ready. 


When I come out, Marco is fully dressed too in another 
sharp black suit. I notice that he never wears a tie, only 
leaving the first few buttons of his shirt undone for a more 
casual look, even though it still makes him look even fancier 
than anyone else I’ve ever met. 


“Pm ready,” I tell him, still feeling a little awkward. I still 
don’t know what we’re going to do today, even if I know 
what we’re building up to. I picked out my nicest 
underwear to wear today, but I still don’t feel remotely like 
the kind of women you see in lingerie advertisements. I’m 


just me, a little awkward, big, inexperienced, and all the 
rest. 


“Then let’s go.” Marco swipes my purse off the side table 
and hands it to me as he ushers me towards the door. Out in 
the hall, he takes my arm and leads me down to the lobby 
and out to the street, where a car is waiting for us, much to 
my surprise. 


I’m even more surprised when Marco slides behind the 
wheel, putting the key into the ignition - a key I didn’t even 
notice he was carrying. 


“Something else your assistant brought?” I ask, buckling 
my seatbelt as I look around the interior of the car with 
wide eyes. I don’t know much about cars, but I can see that 
this one is very nice - and, by extension, very expensive. 


“Easier for us to get around today,” Marco grins, pulling out 
into the road. 


We drive to a broad street with glass-fronted stores, many 
of them for big names that I recognize - legendary Italian 
designers and brands. Marco parks up along the road, in 
front of a yellow and black sports car that crouches almost 
like a panther with its over exaggerated lines, and hurries 
around to my side to offer his help as I get out of the car. 


I feel stupid - after all, I can get out by myself - but it’s also 
so flattering to have his attention, and I realize I am 
starting to feel like this is a special day. The car, the flashy 
street we’ve stopped on, Marco’s gentlemanly manner - 
we’ve only just begun, but I’m sure there is more to come. 


“So, where do you like to shop?” Marco says, flashing me a 
grin. 


I look up dubiously at the names of the stores near us. “I’ve 
never been anywhere like this,” I say, thinking of the chain 


stores I shop at back home and how cheap they seem 
compared to this. 


Marco laughs. “Then let me guide you,” he says, walking me 
towards one of the nearby stores. I follow him with a little 
fear, will these stuffy Italian brands even have something 
for someone like me? Surely they only cater to women who 
are size zero, six foot tall, and impossibly proportioned? 


My doubts increase as we step inside, past a security guard 
in a dark suit with an earpiece who eyes us only lightly 
before letting us pass, and I see the other customers in the 
store. They are just how I had imagined, so thin they look 
like a stiff breeze might blow them over. 


Marco must sense something, maybe I’m shaking because 
he squeezes my hand tightly where it lays on his arm and 
draws me over to an assistant, flashing me a smile as he 
does so. I should trust him. I know he will look after me. 


He says something that I can’t follow in Italian, and I let my 
eyes drift off as they talk, looking over the racks of beautiful 
clothes. It’s not at all like the places where I normally shop, 
where every surface is heaped with different garments and 
you have to search through them for something you like, 
every item here has its own space and consideration, 
highlighted so that you can admire the craftsmanship and 
style of each piece. 


I’m startled when the assistant addresses me, holding out 
her hand as she asks me to follow her. I look at Marco; he 
nods encouragingly, so I follow her to a changing room with 
a plush armchair inside and a heavy velvet curtain to block 
the view. As I watch in surprise, the assistant rapidly dashes 
around the store, piling six different items one by one in my 
stall on a peg, three dresses, a coat, and a blouse with a 
pair of pants, all of them in my size. 


I didn’t even tell her my size or what I wanted, but - 
somehow, she has picked out things that I love the look of. 


She ushers me behind the curtain then, and I quickly 
change into the first dress, marveling at the feel of the 
fabric and how it seems to mold perfectly to my body. When 
I step shyly outside to show them, the assistant claps her 
hands and gushes something that I don’t understand, and 
Marco covers his mouth with his hand for a moment. 


Under the hand, I see a smile. 


“Beautiful,” he says, his eyes lighting up with something 
new. “Just beautiful. We’ll buy it.” 


“Wait,” I say. “It’s only the first dress!” 
“Do you love the way it looks and feels?” 


I catch sight of myself in another mirror across the room 
and nod. “I do,” I have to admit. 


“Then we buy it,” Marco says, drawing a credit card out of 
his wallet and handing it to the assistant. “And if you love 
the way the others look and feel too, we buy them. 
Whatever you want. You get it all today.” 


I don’t know what to say. “But, Marco...” I start. It’s too 
much. Surely, it’s too much. 


“No buts,” Marco tells me. “Remember. Today is your 
special day. Everything you want.” 


I’m so overwhelmed, I just don’t know what to say. But the 
assistant is saying something to me and pushing me back 
into the changing room, and so I simply do as I’m told and 
go try on the next outfit. 


I try to temper Marco’s generosity with my own desires, 
after all, I don’t need this many new clothes just because 


they’re being offered, and I don’t want to take all of his 
money just because he offered it. In the end, we walk out of 
the store with two dresses and a blouse - and just when I 
think we’re done, Marco leads me next door, to a famous 
Italian shoe brand. 


By the time we’ve been through several more stores and 
had lunch, I feel as though I have a whole new wardrobe. I 
can’t imagine needing anything more, and with a new 
necklace clasped around my throat, Marco unloads the rest 
into his car - though I’m surprised the tiny trunk can fit it 
all. 


And we still aren’t done. 


“This way,” Marco says, taking me by the arm. “There are 
still some parts of Rome you haven’t seen, yes? We can’t let 
you miss out on those.” 


So we find ourselves in the Roman Forum, mixing amongst 
the other tourists and tour groups, Marco helping me pick 
my way amongst them as we get to see all of the best parts. 


“And this,” he says. “Is where Julius Caesar was murdered. 
It happened right here.” 


“Right here?” I murmur, staring at the spot he is pointing 
to. “Wow.” I try to picture it, happening so long ago. The 
buildings here are in ruins. It almost seems strange, to be 
in a country with a history that dates back so far before 
when mine was even born. There is so much to look at, 
around every corner and in every alleyway. 


A stray cat wanders across the road when we emerge once 
more, just one of the many we’ve seen around here. I want 
to pet them all, though Marco already warned me that most 
of them carry disease and pests. It makes me sad to think of 


them having to get by on their own, without medical 
treatment or a loving owner to scratch their ears. 


“Well, are you satisfied with history for today?” Marco asks. 
“We could carry on.” 


“No,” I tell him, smiling. “I think I’m satisfied. That was a lot 
to see already.” 


“Then let’s go,” he says, taking my arm to steer me back to 
where we last left the car. 


“Go where?” I ask my heart rate quickening. Is this it? 


“Home, of course,” Marco says, with a smirk, keeping his 
eyes straight ahead as he teases me. 


Home... like his home? I keep my mouth shut and focus on 
walking, while in my mind, so many different things are 
flashing through, mostly the thought of seeing his home, 
and his bed, the place where he sleeps - the place where... 


Is it going to happen now? 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


I drive the familiar route back home, to my own place. Just 
outside the city of Rome, close enough that I can go to work 
easily but far enough from the center that I can have some 
peace and quiet. The home I’ve worked for all of my life to 
create. 


It’s one of my main sources of pride and joy, for now at 
least. Gates encircle an area of private land that contains 
the house, a gravel drive in front where I can park several 
cars, and a yard out the back that includes a pool and pool 
house. 


I take the opportunity to glance to the side whenever it’s 
safe to catch Hannah’s reaction. Her eyes are wide as she 
takes it all in, craning her neck to look all the way up to the 
top of the house as we pull in closer. I had the house built to 
my own specifications, with wide glass spaces letting in 
plenty of light but shading the viewer from seeing inside, 
dark brickwork, and an impressive architecture right up to 
the roof, which I had made to resemble a traditional Italian 
castle. 


This is my castle, after all - the place where I’m lord and 
master. And I don’t usually allow people to come here. Only 
Fran has ever seen it, except for those I employ to do work 
around the house because it is a sacred space for me. Too 
special to share with anyone but the most important in my 
life. 


And now Hannah is here, about to come inside with me and 
take her claim on a life by my side. 


I step out of the car and rush to Hannah’s side, to open the 
door and help her out. Then I turn towards my home with 
her hand on my arm, about to lead her inside. Size-wise, in 
fact, it should correctly be called a villa - especially since we 
are here in Italy, the seat of the empire which made the 
villa-style famous around the world. 


“Tt’s beautiful,” Hannah says, her face filled with wonder. A 
moment later she must realize that she spoke without 
thinking because she continues awkwardly. “I mean, your 
home, it’s so - so big and grand.” 


I chuckle. “Thank you,” I say. “But you haven’t seen inside 
yet.” I don’t mean it as an idle boast - I know that the 
interior of my home makes even more of an impression than 
the outside. I’ve worked hard to ensure that it's 
comfortable yet stylish, representing everything that I want 
when I come home from work. 


Except for one thing - the family to share it with me. But 
perhaps, from today, we can change that. 


I show Hannah inside, allowing her to step in before me and 
take in the entrance. As soon as we enter, motion sensors 
set off my homecoming routine, mood lighting lights the 
walls, gentle music plays from hidden speakers, and a spray 
of delicate scent fills the air. Even with Hannah here, and all 


my nerves straining with desire for her, I instantly feel 
relaxed. 


Hannah’s eyes are wide with wonder as she moves into the 
space, admiring the art pieces I have on walls and side 
tables, the layout and furniture. Her face when she turns 
back to me is lit with a radiant smile. 


J 


“Marco, it’s so... you,” she says, and I’ve never wanted 
anyone more. Hannah understands me on a level that I 
don’t think anyone else ever has. It only reinforces what I 
already know. Hannah is here because we are fated to be 
together. From the moment I saw her on a random side 
street, without even looking for her, I knew that she would 
be mine. 


“Come upstairs,” I tell her, holding out my hand. I see a 
flicker of nervousness before she reaches out and takes it, 
so I clasp hers in both of mine as I lead her upwards. “Don’t 
be afraid. I have more to show you.” 


“Pm not afraid,” Hannah says, and it doesn’t sound like the 
feeble excuse of a girl trying to wish away her fear. No, 
she’s confident and clear. I see it in her eyes. She really 
isn’t afraid, she’s expectant, full of anticipation. She shakes 
because she wants this so badly, just as much as I do. 


I lead her first into a room off the main corridor upstairs, 
not the lavishly upholstered master bedroom yet, but 
instead a room I’ve prepared just for this very occasion. I 
set it all up the first night that we met when I came home 
and left her in the hotel, knowing that I would want to use 
it. I just didn’t know that it would be part of making this day 
so special, because I had no idea that Hannah was so 
inexperienced then. 


I let go of Hannah’s hand and allow her to take in the room 
as I step to the side, lighting a few candles that I have 


scattered over surfaces around the edges of the space. The 
one thing I couldn’t set up to work automatically 
beforehand. A soothing scent fills the air, and an electronic 
heater whirs to life across from me, adding the heady scent 
of massage oils to the air. 


“Well?” I say with a smile, gesturing to the massage table in 
the center of the room. 


Hannah hesitates, a shy smile lighting her face. “Aren’t you 
supposed to be undressed, for a massage?” 


I smile again and step forward, gently slipping my hands 
around her back to undo the zip on her dress. “Good point,” 
I say, easing the dress down over her body, taking the 
utmost care to make sure that she’s comfortable and happy. 


When she stands in front of me in her underwear, I can’t 
help but want to stop and stare, admiring her from head to 
toe. A faint flush spreads over her cheeks, but she doesn’t 
seem embarrassed to stand in front of me like this. Instead, 
there’s something else in her eyes. Desire. 


I will give her what she wants. But there’s no rush. First, 
she can have more pleasure and enjoyment than she could 
ever have imagined. I want her to have that. 


I help her up onto the table, earning a pout as she realizes 
that I’m not going to strip her fully naked. But it isn’t time 
for that yet - if I had her fully displayed before me, I doubt I 
could hold myself back. My cock is already straining hard 
inside my pants, and to see her in full would be agony if I 
couldn’t give myself over to it. 


Once she’s lying face down, I unhook her bra and pull it 
away from underneath her, and carefully and softly draw 
down her panties. That gives me a wonderful view of that 
apple bottom ass, but I swiftly cover it with a towel, just like 


in a real massage parlor. I will take this in the direction that 
we both want - just not yet. 


For now, I dedicate myself to her. I start with her right arm, 
soothing my hands over her skin, earning moans and sighs 
as I work the massage oil, paying special attention to every 
single muscle - even her individual fingers. I will take her to 
a place of blissful relaxation before ecstasy - and when 
we’re finished here, her body will belong to me in all its 
entirety. 


CHAP TER SIXTEEN 


H annah 


I lay face-down on the massage table, my face cushioned by 
a hole that allows me to see down to the floor and gives me 
room to breathe. And I need that room because every touch 
of Marco’s hands makes me want to moan in bliss. 


He’s already worked his way over both of my arms, from the 
tips of my fingers up to my shoulders, releasing untold 
tensions that I didn’t even know I was holding, making my 
muscles tingle and open up, all the aches and pains I barely 
even noticed disappearing and leaving me feeling like I’m 
floating on air. Now he’s working his way down my spine, 
his fingers passing lower and lower with each circular 
motion, and I feel both the release of tension and the build 
of it, thinking about what he will do when he reaches the 
towel across my ass. 


I don’t have to wait long to find out the answer to that. As 
all the tension floods out of the muscles across my back, 
Marco’s hands finally brush across the top of the towel. He 
pushes under it a little, massaging the very base of my 
Spine, and then... 


And then his hands disappear, forcing a groan of 
disappointment out of my chest. 


Marco chuckles, somewhere out of my range of sight. 
“Patience, bella,” he says. 


I do have to admit that I am enjoying the massage, and I’m 
in no rush for it to be over. I try to do as he says, remaining 
in the moment only, not giving in to my impatience. It 
becomes a lot easier as soon as his strong hands touch my 
right foot, beginning to firmly massage my sole and arch. 
Now I moan again, in pleasure, feeling all pain slip away 
from three days of lots of walking, giving way only to bliss. 


Marco makes his way gradually and carefully up my right 
leg, massaging my calve, my thigh. His hands begin to move 
closer towards the towel again, and I feel a prick of desire. 
Will he reach further? It only strengthens as he moves 
closer and closer until he’s massaging my thigh directly 
underneath my ass, so close I keep thinking his fingers will 
brush between my legs. The anticipation of it is almost 
agony until I can think of nothing else but how much I want 
him to touch me there. 


But his hands move away again right down to my left foot, 
and I realize that I’m panting for breath, even squirming in 
place. I want him so much. But his calming touch on my leg 
brings me back down, leaves me relaxed and comfortable, 
even as I feel the heat between my legs that still screams 
for him to touch me. 


His hands slip higher up my thigh again, and I realize I’m 
squirming still, moving my ass up and down in tiny 
movements that I can barely control. I almost expect Marco 
to start laughing at me, but he doesn’t. The atmosphere in 
the room is serious, so serious that I can hardly breathe, as 
his hands slip up towards the towel again... 


And up, over the towel, then under, cupping my ass in each 
of his hands, squeezing and lifting. I gasp out loud as he 
massages my ass, feeling him spread me wide and then 
push my cheeks together, as the towel slips away from my 
body. I hear it hit the floor, leaving me fully exposed in front 
of him again, my legs parted from his massaging touch. 


Just when I think he will tease me even further, his hand 
slips down, over my ass and lower, and dips into my 
wetness, making me moan and squirm in relief and desire, 
feeling the touch I’ve longed for. 


Marco’s quick, strong fingers begin to work over me, 
performing the same motions his tongue did last night, 
making me feel as though I’m going to burst. It feels so 
good, and when his finger slips inside me, I gasp in surprise 
at both the motion and how amazing it feels to have 
something inside me, filling me like that. 


I’m powerless to do anything but moan as he rubs me from 
both the inside and the outside, his careful fingers circling 
every bundle of nerves that makes me moan out loud, 
silently bringing me to a frenzy. I can’t help it - and before I 
even know it, I’m on the brink again, and then tumbling 
over it, ecstasy flooding my whole body, making me light- 
headed and dizzy, making me gasp and buck my hips 
without control until I slowly begin to come down and 
Marco’s fingers draw away. 


“T can’t wait any longer,” he growls, suddenly in front of me. 
He lifts me up by my shoulders until I’m kneeling on the 
massage table, then grabs hold of me, crushing me against 
his chest as he lifts me and swings me into a fireman carry. I 
yelp in surprise, my ass in the air and my body pressed 
against him, as he takes me down the corridor. Even though 
I already had my sweet release, I feel something growing 
again in my blood, an urgent need, compounded by the feel 


of his shirt against my skin, the way I’m exposed for all the 
world to see if they looked through the wide glass windows 
at the end of the hall, by Marco’s own urgency. 


He takes me into what I only just have time to register is a 
bedroom before he places me down on lavish sheets, satin 
slipping under my hands. Then he is already crawling over 
the top me, his body shadowing over mine, him fully 
dressed and me fully naked. I yearn for him, for this, for 
what he’s about to give me. I need it. Without waiting I 
spread my legs, feeling the sticky wetness between my 
thighs, throwing my head back on the pillow and my hands 
up towards him where I grip his thick biceps, wanting to 
touch him just as much as I want him to touch me. 


Marco makes a guttural noise and reaches up to grab his 
shirt by the collar, tearing it over his head instead of 
bothering with the buttons, throwing it down to the floor. 
He sits up momentarily to unbuckle his belt and thrust his 
pants down - and with them, the underwear fitted tightly to 
his ass and upper thighs, letting his cock bob hard and free. 


I can’t take my eyes off it. It’s much bigger than I imagined, 
both thick and long. After a moment of staring, I realize that 
Marco is watching me with a smirk. Not only do I want to 
make him eat that smirk, but I want to get a closer look at 
him- so I reach out and touch it, lightly at first, then 
wrapping my hand around it. Just as I hoped, the smirk falls 
off Marco’s face, replaced by a moan of pleasure and an 
expression that almost looks like a wince. 


“You want this, bella?” Marco asks. He does a little motion 
with his hips, and his member surges in my hands, moving 
as if it has a mind of its own. 


I gasp a little before nodding. “Yes,” I tell him, because I 
really, really do. 


He eases me down onto my back again, leaning over me 
once more, this time without any clothes between us. When 
he lays his length along mine I feel his hard rod against my 
thigh, pressing down, leaving a wet trail where it touches. 
Marco pulls me into a deep kiss, his tongue searching mine, 
and then I feel a pressure between my legs, a pressure in 
all of that wetness. Marco adjusts his stance only slightly, 
one hand down between us, guiding himself in, and I feel a 
nudge that seems far too big to fit inside where he is going. 


It makes me gasp at first, the sensation of him gliding 
forward. The pressure is almost unbearable for just a 
moment until he slowly pushes through and begins to fill me 
up inside. He keeps inching forwards, just a little bit at a 
time, waiting for me to adjust and get more comfortable 
each time so that he doesn’t push me too far. Even as I love 
his steadiness, his concern, the way he looks after me, 
another part of me - primal and instinctive - wants him in 
all the way. Soon I think he must be in all the way, I’m so 
completely full, but still, he pushes on further, filling me 
more and more, until I can’t even imagine that such a thing 
would fit inside of me. 


At last, he gives a low groan and I feel the connection 
between our two bodies slide home, pressed tightly against 
one another, no room for even a whisper more. He’s all the 
way inside, so deep it’s like he’s a part of me, and he looks 
down into my eyes with an open honesty that sears right 
down to my core, moving me deeply. 


He pauses there for a long moment, but even I feel that 
instinctive call to move, to buck my hips against him, to 
move them up and down as he slides in and out, at first 
slowly, letting me feel all of these new sensations deeply and 
in turn. 


Then we begin to move faster, in time, somehow moving to 
the same rhythm as though there is the same music playing 
in both of our bodies, so in tune and in sync. I gasp and 
moan as I feel that same sensation as before, though 
somehow different this time, all the pressure on the inside 
of my body and not the outside. Marco begins to thrust 
deeper and harder, his body crashing into mine, hitting that 
bundle of nerves, pushing me closer and closer to the 
edge... 


I don’t want to hold on any longer. I want to feel that 
ecstasy, feel it pouring over every part of my body again. I 
let go as Marco thrusts in, again and again, feeling him go 
deeper, somehow impossibly bigger and thicker, and all I 
know is that I cry out his name as I let go, a wave of bliss 
wiping out my consciousness in a blur of white as I give in 
to the pleasure and only pleasure, letting everything else in 
the world disappear and fall away. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


I lay beside Hannah on the bed, satiated and happy. After 
watching her come while calling out my name, feeling her 
grip tightening on me as she convulsed with pleasure, I 
could hold back no more. I had my own release, filling her 
with my seed and finally claiming her once and for all. 


Now that the afterglow is beginning to fade away, and we 
both have our breath again, I reach over to roll my fingers 
across her breast, watching her sensitive nipple stand to 
attention as I toy with it. 


“Are you hungry?” I ask. 


Hannah lets out a moan before she can answer. It sounds 
like she’s already excited again. I’m not surprised after all it 
was her first time, and she’s young. I knew she would be 
ready to go again quickly. I’m not too far behind her myself. 


“Yes,” Hannah says at last. She glances over at the clock on 
the bedside table. “It’s past dinner time already.” 


I check and see that she’s right. “Takeout?” I ask, planting a 
kiss on her nipple to finish off my teasing. “I figure it’s 
easier than getting dressed.” 


“Takeout sounds good,” Hannah says. Her voice sounds 
dreamy, like she’s still in her own bubble of bliss. I want to 
keep her there for as long as possible. “I don’t care what.” 


I grin, deliberately rolling my hand across her body as I 
reach for the phone on the side table. For Hannah, who 
loves food so much, not to care about what we eat must 
mean that she is completely blissed-out. “I'll order 
something,” I say, scrolling through the phone for my 
favorite takeout place. As a businessman, there have been 
many nights when I’ve worked so late that takeout is really 
the only option. 


I speak quickly down the phone to get the order placed, and 
I hear the snap in attention in the server’s voice as they 
recognize my address as one of their most valued 
customers. I always order well and tip generously, so that in 
the future I can expect the best service. It’s one of the 
tricks of my trade, treat others well and they will do their 
best for you in return. 


That done, I put the phone down and return my attention to 
Hannah, who is still sprawled out, open, and exposed to me. 
I hear her gasp when my fingers enter her without 
warning, slow and gentle at first, but when she groans and 
grinds her hips down against me as I move faster. 


I’m already hard again, and I move over her swiftly, taking 
her into my arms as I position myself to plunge deep inside. 
She feels so good, so tight and hot and wet, all ready slick 
and ready for me. This time is easier, better, the two of us 
moving in time without hesitation. The rhythm builds and I 
sit upright, going onto my knees in front of her and lifting 
that peach of an ass up onto my thighs as I drive down into 


her, watching her throw her head back as the angle drives 
her crazy. 


We cry out together, both of us getting our release as the 
doorbell below rings, signaling the arrival of our food. I grin 
down at her, panting for breath, and wipe the sweat off my 
forehead with the side of my arm. 


“So,” I say teasingly, meeting her dreamy eyes. “Looks like 
one of us has to get dressed and answer the door.” 


“Forget the door,” Hannah says, sliding her eyes closed with 
a smile. “I’m too happy to move.” 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


H annah 


My eyes open in a rush, a flood hitting my consciousness as 
I remember everything that happened last night. The 
amazing sex, not just my first time but my first three times - 
after we refueled with the takeout, and both managed to 
find a little extra stamina needed to finish off the night. We 
fell asleep then, and though I remember Marco’s arms 
around me last night, this morning the room is empty. 


I look up slightly, moving into a sitting position, and catch 
the sound of running water coming from behind a door to 
one side of the room. He must be in the shower. I think 
about joining him, but then I think about this house, this 
big, wonderful house that must hold all of his secrets. I 
don’t want to miss this opportunity, so I grab his discarded 
shirt from the floor and put it on like the girls in the movies, 
buttoning it over my bare breasts so I don’t feel so naked. 


The bedroom is well-decorated but masculine, and there 
are only his things in the drawers and by the bed. It’s not 
exactly a surprise to know that he sleeps alone, but I’m glad 
to have it confirmed. It’s not as though I really know 


anything about his life here - all I know is what I’ve heard 
from my dad, and in the past few days, Marco hasn’t let 
much slip at all. 


I move out into the hallway, trailing my hand along the 
banister above the stairs as I explore. Besides the massage 
room, there are another three bedrooms, made up neatly 
with guest beds, as well as a small bathroom at the other 
end of the hall. It’s big enough for a family here - can 
Marco really live here alone? 


I’m about to start my journey down the stairs when I hear a 
light step and look up, to see Marco wrapped in only a 
towel, water still dripping from his skin. “Morning, bella,” 
he says, reaching out to cup my chin with both hands. 


For a moment I think about my morning breath, horrified, 
but when Marco kisses me he doesn’t seem to mind. 
“Morning,” I manage, my brain short-circuiting at having 
him in front of me in only a towel and not letting me think of 
anything else to say. 


“T like your outfit today,” he teases, fingering the collar of 
his own shirt. His hand drops down to cup my breast and I 
shiver, my back arching as I instinctively push my chest 
towards him, wanting him to touch me more. 


But I’m trying not to get caught up in that again, at least 
not for a moment. I want to talk to him, to ask him the 
question that’s been on my mind. 


“Do you really live here alone?” I ask. “There are so many 
extra rooms.” 


“Yes,” Marco says, dipping his head to kiss my neck. “Those 
are for my family.” 


“Your family?” My heart drops down into my stomach. I 
thought it was too good to be true. Maybe it is. “Where are 


they?” 


“I don’t have one yet,” Marco says, easing aside the shirt 
collar to kiss my shoulder. “I’ve been waiting a long time for 
the right person.” 


The way he says it, coupled with the possessive way he 
holds my shoulder and kisses my skin right after, makes my 
heart leap all the way back up again, almost jumping out of 
my mouth. Could he mean... me? Really? 


I don’t have the chance to ask more, even if I could get the 
words together to ask for more. Because Marco has found 
the one single button holding the shirt together over my 
breasts and slipped it open, and his towel has dropped to 
the floor, and all of a sudden every single other thought in 
the world has been wiped right out of my mind. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


After the best wake-up call that could be possible, I laugh 
and drag Hannah into the shower with me, knowing that all 
of the cleaning I just did has been undone - and also that 
there is a way to make getting clean again so much more 
fun. 


Once we're finally dried off, I grab the bags of clothes we 
bought yesterday so that Hannah can get dressed. “Here,” I 
tell her, though I don’t think she could possibly look any 
better than she does wrapped in one of my towels, her face 
flushed from the heat of the water that still drips from her 
hair. “I just have to go make a quick work call.” 


It’s a lie, but a white one. She doesn’t need to know the 
reason I head outside to the garden, sliding the kitchen 
door closed behind me so that she won’t hear while she 
gets ready. Because the thing is, ever since she made that 
comment about the house being too big for just me, I 
haven’t been able to stop picturing one thing. Hannah, here 
in this house, chasing around after our children. 


And there’s one thing that I need to do before I can make 
that happen. 


I press the phone to my ear, waiting nervously for it to 
connect. I don’t get nervous - not me. This isn’t my thing. 
But somehow, I feel butterflies in my stomach as the line 
rings, and they only spring more into life when it connects. 


“Hello? Marco?” 


“Ciao, Simon,” I say, greeting Hannah’s father by name. 
“How are you?” 


“Pm great. I wasn’t expecting your call.” 


I half-smile to myself. No matter what I may feel about 
Hannah now, there is a lot of history between the two of us, 
as well. 


“Can’t a man call his old friend out of the blue?” I ask. 


“Less of the old,” Simon jokes. “Although, you’re probably 
right. So, what’s going on with you?” 


“Well, actually, I did have a reason to call you,” I say, 
sensing even myself that I’m stalling for time without 
getting to the point. “I was just - what do you Americans 
call it? - yanking your chain.” 


Simon laughs. “Go on, then. What is it?” 


“Well,” I say, hesitating one final time as I glance up 
towards the bedroom window, where I know Hannah is 
dressing even now. “I actually ran into Hannah.” 


“You did?” Simon laughs. “Did she contact you?” 


“Not at all.” I shrug, even though he can’t see me. “Actually, 
it was kind of wild. I was walking down the street and we 
just saw each other.” 


“Wow!” Simon laughs again. “That’s great. How’s she 
doing? I was worried about her, taking this vacation on her 
own for the first time.” 


“Oh, she’s doing great,” I say. “I made sure to look out for 
her.” Gearing myself up to tell him just exactly how much I 
did that when he interrupts me again. 


“She hasn’t been running around with any boys, has she?” 
Simon asks. “I don’t want her to get distracted. Or taken 
advantage of, either. I know what those Italian boys can be 
like. You were one yourself, once, I’m sure.” 


“No,” I say, slowly, realizing I can’t follow that up with an 
admission of the truth. “No, there haven’t been any boys.” 


I think I’m still staying honest. I’m not a boy. It doesn’t 
exactly feel right, but what am I supposed to say to that? 


“Oh, that’s great. You will just make sure she comes home 
to us as innocent as when she left, won’t you?” Simon says. 
“I mean, as much as you can. It’s a father’s greatest worry, 
believe me. You’re lucky you dodged that one. I mean, not 
that I would change fatherhood for the world - but you do 
worry.” 


“Right, I’m sure,” I say. I feel my resolve dying. How can I 
tell him that I’ve taken his daughter’s innocence and that 
she is the one with whom I hope to have my own children 
with after hearing him say something like that? 


“Well, thanks for letting me know, Marco. And keeping an 
eye on her. I owe you one, buddy.” 


“Any time,” I say automatically. “Well, I’d better go. Work, 
and all that.” 


“Oh, right! Must be early there,” Simon laughs. “Alright, 
Marco. Talk soon.” 


I hang up, feeling desperate and hopeless. Not having 
Simon’s approval won’t stop me from staking my claim on 
Hannah. I have to have her. She’s mine, and I’m not going 
back from that. 


But I know it’s going to be hard to make her happy if her 
Dad won’t talk to either of us for the rest of his life. 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


H annah 


I feel like a million bucks dressed up in the clothes that 
Marco bought me, although there is something slightly 
wrong with the picture, the fact that all of my makeup, my 
hair products, and even my clean underwear is still in my 
hotel room. It’s a good thing these clothes look better 
without underwear on, but I still feel a little strange to be 
all dressed up and then plain on top. 


When Marco comes back in, he sizes me up and shakes his 
head. 


“T know,” I tell him, making a face. “I left all my makeup 
behind.” 


“T was just thinking how good you look,” Marco says, 
drawing me close to him. “If you want, I can ask my 
assistant to pick up your makeup.” 


“And my underwear, too,” I say, quickly. 


Marco’s hands roam over my back, no doubt searching for a 
bra strap. When he finds none, he tilts his head down at me. 


“Huh. No underwear?” 


“None at all,” I say. “Maybe your assistant should gather 
everything for me.” I don’t exactly want to be reminded 
about his assistant, who must be young and pretty, but then 
again I’m the one standing in front of him right now - not 
anyone else. 


“T will get her to do that,” Marco says, his fingers inching up 
the hem of my dress. “Now, let’s get back to this underwear 
situation.” 


By the time lunch rolls around, I finally settle for putting on 
one of Marco’s bathrobes to walk around in, because 
anything else inevitably ends up on the floor - and at least 
the bathrobe is easier to put back on. I’ve almost forgotten 
about my things until there’s a knock at the door, and I 
watch from the sofa as Marco opens it and ushers in an 
elderly woman. 


I sit up straight. Who is this? His mother? I wasn’t 
expecting this! 


“Thank you for bringing those,” Marco says, and when I get 
over my shock enough to actually take in the picture before 
me, I realize that something is off. Marco’s mother is 
carrying my suitcase - and my jacket, the one I left hanging 
in my hotel room. 


The woman rattles something off in Italian as she puts my 
things down, and even pulls out a planner from her pocket 
and starts pointing at things, the light glinting off her sharp 
half-moon glasses. It slowly begins to dawn on me that this 
is not Marco’s mother at all, it must be his assistant! 


And to think, I was worried about him having feelings for 
her. 


When the assistant - whose name, I learn, is Fran - leaves 
again, Marco joins me on the sofa and we cuddle close 
together to watch something stupid on TV. I’m barely even 
paying attention, just enjoying the feeling of being close 
together like this. 


But even as we stay together, my head pillowed on his lap, a 
growing doubt begins to rise up inside of me, making me 
confront something I didn’t want to think about before. 
Even though everything that has happened over the last 
couple of days has been real, and wonderful, it’s left me 
with a big question that I still don’t know the answer to. 


All of this time, we haven’t really spoken about the fact that 
my time here is limited. That I have only another two days 
left, and then it will all end - I have to fly home. I’m only 
here on vacation, but this is Marco’s home - so he won’t be 
joining me, and I can’t stay here, not with college on the 
horizon. 


All of which makes me wonder exactly where this is going at 
the end of the week - and whether I’m allowing myself to 
fall for someone who won’t even be around after this. 


Even though the glow I feel inside can’t be dampened by 
my doubts, they still linger. I focus on watching the 
television, trying not to think about anything else - and 
when it gets to be too much, I lift my head and find Marco’s 
face, and draw him into a kiss, so that he can make me glow 
again and take my mind off the growing fear. 


I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to hear him tell me 
that at the end of the week it will be over, or to hear him tell 
me we'll make it work and see in his eyes that he’s lying to 
me. For now, just being together is enough. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


At last, in the middle of the afternoon, I have to at least get- 
up and do something. I’m used to working all day, making 
deals, having business lunches and dinners - sitting around 
doing nothing, even if I’m doing it with the best person in 
the world, is not quite comfortable yet. 


The good news is that I know exactly what I have to do. 


“Hey, stay there and relax,” I tell Hannah, planting a kiss on 
the top of her head as I ease away from the sofa. “I should 
make some calls about work. Ill be back in a moment.” 


I do have work calls to make - although maybe not in the 
way that she thinks. And above that, I need to make some 
plans. Since I don’t want to give them away just yet, rl 
have Fran make all of the arrangements for me - but that 
means a necessary piece of subterfuge, at least for now. 


I step outside into the garden and make my first call. “ Ciao, 
Fran?” 


“Good afternoon, sir,” she says, crisply. “Are you ready to 
reschedule some of those missed appointments?” 


“Not quite yet,” I tell her, suppressing a smile at her 
manner. “Actually, I’d like you to arrange some things for 


y 


me... 


When the plans are made, there is nothing left to do except 
try to make the most of Hannah’s last two days in Italy. A 
day spent around the house is fine, but it can’t be her last 
memory from her first solo vacation. Just like everything 
else this too is something I want to make special for her. 


I make sure to choose our activities carefully. On Saturday 
morning, we start out by going shopping again, because 
Hannah needs to have more of the finest things. I won’t 
send her home with anything less than a bulging suitcase. 
I’m happy to do it because I see the smile on her face when 
she wears something expensive, something really built to 
flatter a woman’s body and make her feel special, and I 
want to see that smile every day. 


After shopping, the afternoon is dedicated to the last bit of 
sightseeing, exploring the parts of Rome that Hannah has 
not yet seen. Each stop has to be quick because there is of 
course no time to linger when only a day and a half of her 
trip remains; but I make sure that she sees the important 
things, that she has a good time, that she doesn’t feel too 
rushed. 


And then there is food, which I know is part of the string 
that ties us together. As an Italian man, I of course love our 
cuisine, and Hannah enjoys it too, which means I have no 
qualms about taking her to the very finest Italian 
restaurants here in our great city. Not all of them are the 
most expensive; sometimes it’s more about that traditional 
touch, the family restaurant using those recipes handed 
down over generations. 


But, yes, I admit, sometimes I like to choose the flashiest 
and most expensive places because I like to show off. I love 
when Hannah sees that I’m recognized in these places, that 
they even give me special treatment because they know I’m 
one of their VIP customers. To take her to a private, roped- 
off table, and to have the maitre d’ showing us lavish 
attention - to see the stars in her eyes, that is truly special. 


Of course, I try also to create special memories in bed. I 
made sure to pay off the hotel in order to allow her to leave 
early, and moved all of her things to my home so that we 
could be together as much as possible. 


But all too soon Saturday is over, and on Sunday morning 
we go out to explore one more time, and all too soon again 
it’s Sunday afternoon, with only a few hours until Hannah 
must fly back home. And it’s time for her to pack her bags, 
including a new suitcase for all the extra luggage I’ve 
prepared for her to take, giving me a small window of time 
to also prepare the things I must do before she’s gone - 
before she even suspects a thing. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


H annah 


This is it, my last day. 


More than my last day, because Sunday is already half gone, 
and my flight leaves in just a number of hours. I don’t even 
need both hands to count them. A desperate heaviness has 
settled over me. It began this morning, a frog in my throat, 
a lump I can’t quite swallow. An elephant in the room that I 
don’t want to turn and look at. I can’t bear to. 


Every word we exchange seems more laden with meaning 
today, quieter and sober because we both know that this is 
it. The end of everything. I wish desperately that I had 
booked my vacation for two weeks instead of one - that I 
had met Marco a day earlier - anything to make this 
separation less painful. I almost think about changing my 
flight, seeing if I can stay with Marco for another week 
since it costs me nothing to stay at his home. 


But when I hint about it, telling him that I wish I was 
staying longer, he only makes a hum of agreement and 
touches my shoulder, and walks on. So, I have my answer. 


As wonderful as this week has been, Marco does not wish to 
extend it any further. 


He’s probably right. If we part ways now, we don’t have 
time to ruin everything. We still have bliss, without 
arguments or disagreements, without misfortune or hard 
times. Now we are happy. If we drag out this farewell for 
another week, things might turn sour. I just have to keep 
telling myself that, because every bone in my body wants to 
go back into the house and cling onto a radiator so that he 
can’t drag me away. 


Not only has Rome been such a welcoming vacation, but I’m 
losing him. My Marco. The man I have fallen in love with in 
such a short time. I didn’t know him before this, however 
much I thought I did, and the man I know now is someone I 
would gladly spend my life with. I blink back stubborn tears 
as I carry my purse to the car and get in, at Marco’s 
insistence that I allow him to load up the trunk with my 
suitcases. 


I take a moment to dab at my eyes. I know that if I start 
crying now I won’t be able to stop. I distract myself by 
turning on my cell phone, looking at the messages I have 
from friends back home, and from my Dad. 


Home. I try to comfort myself with that thought. My own 
bedroom, with all of my things. My laptop, which I didn’t 
bring with me. College. All my friends. A new year of 
possibilities. Somehow, none of it manages to overcome the 
lump in my throat - but at least I’m not already crying by 
the time Marco gets into the driver’s seat, asking me if I’m 
ready to go. 


I can only nod. I don’t trust my voice to hold up if I have to 
answer. 


I stare out of the window, trying hard to reframe everything 
in my mind, that it’s not that I want to cry because I’m 
leaving, but rather that I should be getting a last good look 
at everything that we pass by. My last glimpse of Rome. 
While I’m struggling to hold onto all of this, suddenly time 
slips by me and out of my grasp, and now we are pulling up 
in a parking lot outside the airport, pulling into one of the 
marked bays not far from where the shuttle bus stops. 


I blink, looking up at the cars around us, realizing that 
we’re not where I expected. “You can just drop me outside 
the front of the airport,” I say. “You don’t have to pay for a 
parking ticket.” 


n 


“Nonsense,” Marco says, reaching over to open his door 
with a mysterious smile. “I have to make sure that you get 
on the plane just fine.” 


I would argue with him, but since he’s already out of the car 
and I’m still in it, I don’t have much choice. I just get out, 
following him around to the trunk to start unloading my 
bags. I’m not looking forward to taking two suitcases 
through the airport, but that’s the price I have to pay for all 
of my beautiful new things. 


But I stop dead when I reach the trunk, tilting my head in 
confusion. Because beside my two suitcases is one more, 
and I’m sure I didn’t pack three, and I don’t even recognize 
the last one. What is this? One more gift? Is Marco going on 
a business trip today as well? 


“Why is there another suitcase?” I ask, my tongue thick, 
feeling a strange sensation I don’t recognize. 


“Well, it’s mine,” Marco says, beaming at me. 


There are pieces of this puzzle that seem to have matching 
edges, but I can’t quite manage to click them into place. 


Maybe because I’m too scared of being wrong. “Why do you 
need a suitcase?” 


Marco doesn’t say another word, but chuckles lightly and 
reaches into the inside pocket of his suit jacket. He takes 
something out that I instantly recognize as a plane ticket, 
because it’s exactly the same as the way mine looks, with 
the same airline logo, the same... 


The same flight number. 


“Marco?” I say, looking up at him with tears in my eyes. I 
don’t want to be wrong. 


“Yes, bella,” he says. “I’m coming home with you. I need to 
speak to your father so we can do this right.” 


All of my questions are answered in that one sentence. I’m 
so happy I almost feel like I’m floating on air, and I don’t 
come back down to earth again until the plane does, and I 
realize this means we’re actually going to have to talk to 
Dad about the fact that I’ve been claimed by his best friend. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


I have to admit that even I’m feeling the pressure as we pull 
up outside the Greene family home, the taxi ready to drop 
us off on the sidewalk. We deliberately didn’t tell Simon 
about Hannah’s flight time, so that he wouldn’t come to 
meet us at the airport. We agreed that it would be better on 
his home turf, instead of making a scene in a public place. 


But I wonder if I made a mistake as we sit outside the 
house. In a public place, at least he would be less inclined to 
hit me. Here, I don’t have any such protection. 


Still, I force myself to get out of the car and go to the trunk. 
Hannah takes one of her bags and heads to the door, but 
not before shooting me a conspiratorial look. It doesn’t 
exactly say ‘everything is going to be fine’ more like ‘no 
matter what happens, we are in this together’. Which in 
some ways is reassuring, and in others, not so much. 


I hear Simon before I see him. He exclaims happily at the 
fact that his daughter has come home, rebuking her for not 
letting him know to come and get her, cheering, and taking 


her suitcase at the door. But I know it won’t be long until he 
sees that I’m here, and I try to steel myself as I grab the last 
two suitcases out of the trunk. 


“I didn’t need a ride, Dad,” I hear Hannah say, as I come 
around the front of the taxi and towards the door. Behind 
me, I hear the engine starting as the taxi takes off. “I had 
someone to bring me.” 


“What?” Simon looks behind her and sees me for the first 
time, and our eyes meet. He looks startled, even taken 
aback. “Marco? You didn’t need to escort her home. What, 
do you have business in the area or something?” 


“No,” I say, thinking that it would be far too awkward to tell 
him right here on the street in the early morning. “Let me 
get these bags inside. I’m going to find a hotel later, but 
we’ve had a long journey.” 


“Right,” Simon says, giving me an odd look. But he helps 
with the bags anyway, and then we’re both inside, sitting 
down on the couch with the bone-deep exhaustion that can 
only come from international travel. 


“So, ah,” Simon says, coming back into the room and 
gesturing vaguely at me. “What are you doing here?” 


“Well,” I say, glancing at Hannah. “Actually, there’s 
something we wanted to talk to you about.” 


“What is it?” Simon says. I can hear the tension in his voice 
now, a tightness. He knows that something is up, but he just 
doesn’t know what. 


“I love him, Dad,” Hannah blurts out before I can say 
anything. “I didn’t expect it, but when we bumped into each 
other, it was like fate. And I just fell in love.” 


I feel my heart surge in my chest. It’s the first time I’ve 
heard her say it. For a moment, I can’t find my voice, 
hearing those words overwhelms me with a feeling of 
lightness and joy. 


“What?” Simon asks. He looks at me. “Look, Marco, if 
Hannah’s got herself confused...” 


“No,” I say, snapping back to myself. “No, it’s not a silly 
crush or something like that. It’s mutual. I love your 
daughter, Simon. We’re together.” 


Simon looks back and forth between us without speaking. 
He just keeps blinking his eyes and getting redder and 
redder in the face. 


“It wasn’t planned,” I attempt because he isn’t saying a 
thing and it’s beginning to unnerve me. “It just happened. 
We spent the day together and fell hard, and over the rest 
of the week we only fell deeper.” 


“No,” Simon says, surprising me. “No, this isn’t right. You’re 
telling me something that can’t be true. You wouldn’t do 
that, Marco. You wouldn’t take advantage of my daughter.” 


“Dad!” Hannah cries out. “He didn’t take advantage of me. I 
wanted this. He makes me happy.” 


“No!” Simon repeats again. “I won’t have it. I won’t allow it. 
You’re not to see each other again.” 


There’s a long pause, Simon visibly shaking with rage, 
before Hannah answers him in a low voice. “Dad,” she says. 
“T love you. But I’m not a child anymore. I’m going away to 
college. How do you think you'll be able to control who I see 
or don’t see?” 


Simon splutters with rage, shaking his head. Before he does 
something rash like forbid her from going to college, I know 


I need to step in. This anger is only temporary, and I need 
him to calm down and start seeing things from our side. 
Once he does, I know he will have a different perspective. 
Maybe enough to make him happy for us, even. 


“Simon, this is real,” I tell him. I rise to my feet, keeping my 
hands low in a calming gesture so that he can see it isn’t a 
move of aggression. “I’m in love with Hannah. I mean that. 
It’s not a fling or the chance for a holiday romance. Nothing 
like that. I want to be with her. I want her to be my family.” 


Simon looks like he might be sick. “She’s young enough to 
be your daughter,” he says. “And you’ve only known each 
other for a week.” 


I have to correct him again. “But she’s not my daughter. 
And even if it’s only been a week that we have really got to 
know each other, something in our souls is connected. 
We’re meant to be together.” 


“I feel it too,” Hannah says, joining me on her feet. “I’ve 
never felt like this before with anyone. I love him, Dad.” 


“Goddamn Italians,” Simon scowls, throwing those words to 
the back of the room as he turns away from us, wiping a 
hand over his mouth and chin. “So passionate about 
everything. You make it sound like you’re in love when 
you’ve only just met.” 


“Tm not Italian,” Hannah points out. “So, listen to me. What 
I feel is real.” 


Simon whirls around again, raising his voice as he points at 
me. “What you feel, yes. But what about him?” He shakes 
his head. “Marco is twice your age. He’s an old man, like 
me. He’s at a different point in his life. He’s not worried 
about college or starting a career, he’s halfway through his. 


He should be sending grown kids off to college himself, not 
dating one.” 


“I do love you, Dad,” Hannah says, a little sadly. “But Marco 
is nothing like you.” 


“T know we have an age difference,” I say. Perhaps a little of 
an understatement. “But that means nothing to me. You’re 
worried that I don’t feel the same commitment as Hannah, 
that I will let her down.” 


“Of course you will!” Simon practically explodes. “You don’t 
care about the same things. You’ll get bored with her and 
fly back to Italy.” 


“Actually, when she’s finished studying, I would like Hannah 
to come to live with me in Italy,” I say. “But that’s something 
we can discuss further down the line. Because, as much as I 
love my country, I would go anywhere for her.” 


“You say that now, but it’s only words,” Simon scoffs. 


“You're right,” I say, simply. “It is only words. And actions 
speak louder. That’s why there’s something I want to do.” 


I turn to Hannah, who is looking at me in surprise. She has 
no idea that I had something else planned, and she’s as 
much in the dark as her father is. But what I have to say, 
and do, I hope will be enough to reassure both of them that 
I’m here to stay. In it for the long run. 


“Hannah,” I say, taking both of her hands in mine for a 
moment. “It’s been less than a week since we reconnected. 
But I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. You 
are the one for me.” I drop to one knee, letting go of her 
hands to reach inside my jacket pocket and draw out a 
jewelry box. “I want to be by your side for all time. I want 
you to be my wife and bear my children. Hannah, will you 
marry me?” 


Hannah takes a second to react. I can see it in her glazed 
eyes and her slightly pink cheeks, the surprise, the 
overwhelming happiness, the struggle to process and 
articulate. But then she overcomes it and opens her mouth. 
“Yes,” she says, simply, the only word I wanted to hear. 


I laugh happily, realizing I haven’t even opened the jewelry 
box to show her the ring. I do it now, the diamonds of my 
grandmother’s antique engagement ring catching the light, 
glinting as I take it out of the box and slide it onto her 
finger. 


I rise to my feet and lift her off the floor, into an embrace, 
tipping her forward into my arms and squeezing tightly. 
Both of us are laughing like idiots, and when I pull back for 
a kiss and see the wetness on her face, I realize that I, too, 
am leaking tears of joy. 


Only one person remains. I look back at Simon, waiting to 
hear his reaction. The two of us could not be happier, and I 
only hope that he can see that. 


A long moment passes. In the end, I almost think that he 
will tell us that we don’t have his blessing, that he wants me 
to leave, that I won’t see his daughter for as long as he is 
alive. But then he raises his head, tears shining in his eyes, 
and I know that we have him at last. 


“You look after my daughter,” he says, his voice choked. 
“Damnit, Marco. I only say this because I can see how 
happy she is. But if you ever make her unhappy, if you make 
her cry or break her heart, so help me God...” 


“T know, old friend,” I say, laying a hand on his shoulder. I 
understand everything that he’s trying to say, even if he 
struggles for the words. I feel the same way about anyone 
who would hurt Hannah. “You will tear me limb from limb 
and feed me to the dogs. I would deserve nothing less.” 


Simon nods his face a warring landscape of different 
emotions and accepts a hug from his daughter. He still 
refuses to look at me over the top of her head, and I know 
that it might be some time until things are comfortable 
again. But that’s fine. Because after everything, I have the 
one thing I want more than anything in the world. My 
Hannah. Even when I didn’t know it was her that I was 
looking for, I was searching. 


And now that I have her, my life is complete. 


Well, except, just maybe, for the pitter-patter of tiny feet... 


EPILOGUE 


H annah 


I’m in the kitchen when I hear the front door open and 
close, and a gentle chime plays. These days, Marco’s 
coming home routine might be a bit less dramatic, but I can 
still always tell when he arrives home. 


It was his idea to have the chime play when he comes back. 
That way our baby girl also knows that her Daddy’s home. I 
hear a happy gurgle from behind me, where she sits in her 
playpen, and smile to myself. She’s becoming a real Daddy’s 
girl. 


“We're in here!” I call out so that he can find us. Before a 
few moments have passed, I feel a pressure at my back and 
nuzzle into it. Marco, with his hands on my hips, giving me 
his homecoming hug. I feel his lips at the top of my head 
and turn to give him a kiss on the lips, before turning back 
to stir the pot of boiling water on the stove. 


“What delights await us today?” Marco asks, trying to peer 
into the water to see what’s inside. 


“Surprises,” I tell him. “Get changed, will you? It won’t be 
long before it’s ready.” 


Marco kisses my head again, and, with a quick wave at baby 
Simona, heads upstairs to change. I listen to the familiar 
sound of his footsteps on the stairs and smile to myself. 
When I first set foot in here, a little over a year ago, I had 
no idea that this place would be my home. That the marble 
countertops and kitchen appliances I admired would be my 
own domain, for me to do with as I will. 


Getting pregnant so quickly definitely changed our plans, 
but in the end, I wouldn’t have it any other way. I can study 
from home, doing an online degree that is accredited by the 
college I would have attended anyway, and I get to be with 
my husband and my baby daughter every day of the week. 
Not only that but here in beautiful Rome, in Marco’s villa. 
Our villa, now. 


I ladle out the steaming spaghetti, now cooked to 
perfection, and busy myself with serving it up. The perfect 
amount of sauce, a few sprinkles of herbs for dressing, and 
the meatballs perched neatly on top of it all. By the time 
Marco comes back downstairs in more casual clothing, I’m 
carrying two full plates to the table, as well as a small bowl 
of mush for Simona. 


“What’s this?” Marco says, with an amused smile. 
“Spaghetti?” 


“Not just any spaghetti,” I tell him, with a proud smile. I 
can’t help it - I’ve been waiting to show this off for a while. 
“T finally managed to convince Mamma Luccio to show me 
how to make her famous sauce.” 


Marco’s eyes widen. “This is the Bolognese?” 


“The very one,” I tell him, grinning as we take our seats. 


“Wait,” Marco says, hesitating with his fork poised above his 
dinner, clearly eager to get started on it. “This is a special 
meal.” 


“T like to think so,” I tell him. 


“But there is no special occasion, is there?” he asks, 
narrowing his eyes. “There’s no anniversary, no one’s 
birthday, no special holiday...” 


“No, not yet,” I say. “But it is still a special occasion.” 


“Why’s that?” Marco puts his fork back down on the table. I 
have his full attention now. Beside us, in her high chair, 
Simona gurgles and smashes her spoon into the mush of 
her food. 


“Because I have something to tell you,” I say, reaching for 
Simona’s tiny hand - a gesture which she does not 
appreciate, throwing me off immediately so that she can 
continue playing with her food. I look back at Marco and 
see him with wide eyes, waiting expectantly. I can’t keep 
him on pins and needles anymore. With a laugh, I give in. 
“I'm pregnant again.” 


There’s a pause as Marco takes in the news, and then he 
leaps to his feet with a roar of joy, raising his fists in the air 
as if his football team just scored a goal. “We’re having 
another baby?” he cries, grabbing me by the hands. 


“Yes,” I tell him, getting to my feet so that he can pick me 
up and spin me around. 


The kitchen, my baby, my husband, all fly by in a whirl of 
colors, so quickly I can’t see a single thing. But it doesn’t 
matter. I could tell them all by heart, every line, and every 
dimple. Because this is my heart. My family, my home. 


And I couldn’t be any happier if I tried - I’m sure if I was, I 
would burst. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


“So, this is the famous Luccio’s,” Hannah’s mother, Tina, 
says, looking around the place. 


“Yes, it is,” I laugh. “One of our favorite haunts in Rome. 
You’re going to love the food.” 


“Oh, we know that,” Simon laughs. “Hannah’s told us 
enough times.” 


I look over at my beautiful wife, who is having some trouble 
corralling our three-year-old, Simona, and little Graziana. 
The two girls are both feisty, always looking for attention - 
and when they don’t have it, they usually manage to escape 
and get up to no good. 


I give her a hand getting the chairs set up so that Graziana 
can eat at the table with the rest of us without falling over. 
There is a moment of bustle and chaos as well get ourselves 
situated, and then the waitress is taking our order, and it’s 
a long moment before we’re settled enough to talk again. 


“So, how’s the new job going?” Tina asks, looking at 
Hannah. 


“Very well,” she says. “But my boss is kind of a drag, you 
know?” She rolls her eyes with an exaggerated look, and 
the whole table laughs. 


Of course, they understand the joke. Because Hannah is 
working with me, assisting me in my office, putting her 
brand-new business degree to good use. It’s been part of 
our plan for a long while, but now that I finally have her by 
my side, it’s even better than I thought. 


“She’s doing really well,” I tell her parents sincerely. “She’s 
giving me a run for my money, as you Say. One day I will be 
out on the streets looking for a job because she’s taken 
mine.” 


Laughter again and Graziana bangs excitedly on the table 
of her high chair, wanting to get in on the conversation. 


“It’s better with the children, now, is it?” Tina asks. 


“Oh, yes,” Hannah gushes. “We can both look after them 
now. It’s so nice, being able to share both the work and the 
kids’ childcare, and having the girls with us in the office as 
well.” 


“It’s unconventional,” I admit. “But it works well. We 
support each other in both areas.” 


“Tsn’t that lovely?” Tina says, in a dreamy voice. “We should 
have done something like that, Simon.” 


“We didn’t work in the same company,” Simon points out, 
shaking his head. “And this was years ago. You couldn’t do 
this back then.” 


“Alright, alright,” Tina says, rolling her eyes, putting on the 
long-suffering wife tone. “I’m only saying.” 


I let the conversation wash over me for a moment, turning 
to my left side where Simona sits. She’s already deep in 
concentration, coloring in a picture with the crayons 
provided by the waitress - or, at least, coloring on it, not 
much of it has gone inside the lines. “What’s this picture, 
bella mia?” I ask her, waiting for her to tell me in largely 
nonsense about the fun she’s having. 


I spend a long moment appreciating what I have here, my 
best friend, my wife, my children - my family, all together. It 
took time for us to be this close again, but now here we are, 
and we even get to share our favorite memories with them. 


It seems things work out for a reason. I waited twenty years 
to find a wife, the perfect wife. I didn’t even know I was 
looking for her, but in truth, I was just waiting, waiting for 
her to become a woman. Now here we are with our 
beautiful family, our business flourishing even better than 
before, everything in our lives finally at peace and in 
balance. 


And I whisper a quick prayer for the gratitude towards 
Luccio’s Bolognese and its fame outside of Italy. Because 
without it, we might never have come here today, all six of 
us, in harmony and in love. 
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